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CHAPTER FIVE

THE CIRCULATION OF CO-0PERATIVE INFORMATION: RAISING
AWARENESS OF THE INNOVATION.
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In the preceding chapters aspects of the geographical
pattern of co-operative growth in the second half of the
nineteenth century have been outlined. It now remains to
attempt an exploration of the mechanisms which underlay this
development: the process behind the pattern. Such an
exploration will begin with the national spread of society
foundations, for 1t was only once the initial collective
decision to establish a co-operative had been taken that the
remainder of the local population could individually make a
judgement about membership.

Examinations of the geographical pattern of innovation
adoptions have frequently given primacy to the spatial flow
of information as an explanatory variable. This follows from
the work of H&gerstrand whose approach derived from

the obviously basic idea that a cultural innovation

can be accepted by a person o

existence. In other words, the behaviocur of a population
towards a cultural innovation must be closely related to
the distribution of 1nformation regarding the new
phenomenon.l

More recent work has called for a broader approach to the

study of innovation adoption. A series of papers have drawn

attention to the perils of making generalised use of

Hagerstrand’s information based approach outside the context

of agricultural extension in twentieth century Sweden for

242.



e
which it was first developed. Much of this work has stemmed

from study of the development process in the contemporary
Third World which has demonstrated that in many 1instances
information was not

the only missing variable, the only element needed to

get the diffusion process 1in motion.3
It is unwise therefore to make the a priori equation of
information diffusion and innovation adoption. Any diffusion
study should examine the possibility of the mediating
influence of variations in the perception of the utility of
the innovation between potential adopters and any difference
in the constraints placed on recipients of information
determining their ability to put an innovation into practice.
In the present case H#gerstrand’s basic point is not,
however, invalidated. Co—-operation did not expand through a
locally independent process of invention by groups seeking a
solution to their problems of food supply; new societies were
based on established models elsewhere. Thus the spread of
awareness of the innovation was a necessary; if not
sufficient, precondition for 1ts adoption.

Any examination of the process of innovation diffusion
should logically follow the sequence of that process. Thus
the present chapter deals with the means available for the
spread of co-operative information, not because it 1s assumed
to be the most important determinant of the changing
geographical pattern of co-operative foundations but because

1t 1s the initial creation of awareness of an innavation
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through information diffusion that starts the process of

decision making about its adoption.

11

Many channels and formats are potentially involved in the
flow of information about any single innovation. The most
basic and consistently functioning mechanism is the personal
transfer of information between individuals. Hdgerstrand’s
own observations of the clustering of new adoptions around
the originmnal nrnuclei of introduction, the neighbourhood
effect, led him to assert the primacy of private information

transfer as
the most important driving force behind the innovation

diffusions under study here.l+

The process of interpersonal information transfer 1s assumed
to generally display a pattern of distance decay with the
possibility of contact between existing and potential
adopters having a strong inverse relationship with
geographical distance. The wilide acceptance of the importance
of private information flow in both the geographical and
soclological literature on diffusion was noted by Cliff.s
Indeed as Rogers points out there is a rationale other than
that arising from the spatial clustering of adopters for the
stress on interpersonal contacts rather than the
dissemination of information through the mass media; such
contacts are more likely to persuade an individual to adopt a

new 1dea. It 1s suggested that the potential adopter’s

decision making 1s particularly influenced by the subjective
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evaluations communicated to him by near peers with previous
experience of the iﬂnovation.b

The pattern of co-operative development in the 1late
forties and early fifties was certainly dominated at the
national scale by a distinct clustering of societies 1in the
northern textile districts (Figs. 3.1 and 3.3). Within these
districts it is impossible to recreate anything approaching
the total volume or pattern of information exchange but
individual elements have been recorded. These show the flow
of information between neighbouring settlements, although not
necessarily between nearest neighbours. It is also clear that
the process of exchange involved initiative by potential
adopters as well as the passive receipt of information.
Commonly; initial awareness of the innovation of co-operative
trading, perhaps arising out of normal social contacts
such as the visit from a relative in Bacup which 1is credited
with the introduction of co-operation to Nelson7, stimulated
a more active local search for further detaills. In a few
cases small sections of the chain of information transfer can
be pieced together. The Openshaw society; for example, drew
1ts inspiration from the Staleybridge co—operative
supplemented by information from those at Dukinfield and
Manchester; the Staleybridge society had itself been quided
by the experience of stores at Rochdale, Dukinfield and
Mossley.8 In many other instances throughout the northern

textile districts it was personal observation of local

examples that was noted as the stimulus for the development

245.



of new societies. Later co-operative spread 1IN rather
different social and ecoromic milieu from the i1ndustrial
north also included similar elements
Owing to our success [at Winterborne Whitchurch, Dorset]
they are endeavouring to establish co—operative
socleties at the villages of Milton Abbas and
Strickland, also in the town of Blandford.q
The local spread of information would follow naturally
from the personal contacts generated by the circulation of
population during the course of regular social and economic
activity. The few surviving records such as diaries which
detail the movements of individual workers show a pattern
dominated by local journeys. This was true both of

circulation 1in the course of daily activity and the majority

of the less frequent moves involving change of residence and

10
workplace. More widely based studies suggest the importance
of the circulation of population within the textile
districts. In 1851 Preston had an 1mmigrant population

consisting of 52 per cent of the total. Of those whose
birthplace was known 42 per cent had travelled less than ten
11

miles to the town. A similar pattern of predominantly local

population movement between the textile towns 1s revealed by

12
Turner’s study of Accrington. There is evidence that such
circulation of population was the mechanism for the
13
initiation of co-operation in some new locations. It seems

unlikely, however, that the individual migrant was important
only as a carrier of information, much of which may have been

previously known in his new place of residence. Rather it was
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his enthusiasm and previous practical experience that were

critical in generating action.

Permanent migration also provided a mechanism for the

transfer of co-operative 1deas over longer

distances. Agailn

society histories show the enthusiasm of a recent arrival

with previous experience of co-operation to have been an

important stimulus to development.

Details of the total

pattern of migration, as opposed to net flows, during the mid

nineteenth century are sketchy. The only available data are

the census records of the birthplaces

of the population

arranged by their county of current residence. Table 5.1 uses

figures from the 1851 census

distribution of the most likely

Table 5.1. Regional Distribution
Residence in 1831 of

Migrants Born in Lancashire

Lancashire
%“ of Total
Lancs Born
Migrants

Nor th 8,614 @.7
North-West 24,391 % 27 .5%
Yorkshire# c2,138 24 .9
North Midlands 4,391 4.9
West Midlands 7,084 8.0
S.E. Midlands 783 0.9
E./E. Anglia 1,492 1.7
London 11,185 12.6

Extra-metropolitan
Kent, Middlesex &

Surrey 1,582 1.8
Rest of S.E. 1,875 2.1
South-West 2,393 2.7
Wales 2,883 3.2

88,811 100

#* Cheshire only
# East, North and West Ridings
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sources

show the reglonal

of co—-operative

Present Place of

(20 VYears plus)
Yorkshire. (14)

Yorkshire
%“ of Total
Yorks Born
Migrants

32,267 20.9
65,103 42.1
16,167 10.95
2,043 3.3
1,436 0.9
3,106 2.0
20,847 13.5

2,832 1
3,018 2
2,732 1.
1,917 1
134,668 100



information, adult migrants from Lancashire and Yorkshire.
While the view presented of the pattern of movement 1is
necessarily simplified, 1t is clear that most moves were to
immediately neighbouring counties. There were, however,
concentrations at greater distances i1n the largest wurban
centres, especially London. The numbers shown here would have
been supplemented by others who although not Lancashire or
Yorkshire born, had experience of co-operation through
residence in these counties. The labour demands of the
northern textile districts were principally met by local
immigrationls, but some workers were drawn in from further
afield. Thus the enthusiasts for the revival of co-operation
in Coventry 1in 1867 included not only a VYorkshireman from
Delph buf also a former Coventry ribbon weaver who, following
the collapse of this local trade had worked in Lancashire as
16

a calico weaver.

Al though the probability that a message would be
transferred by personal contact increased with the volume of
movement there was no absolute limit to the migration stream
needed to spread co-operative information. In many instances
i1t was seemingly the enthusiasm of a single individual which
was critical 1in stimulating development. But of course 1t
cannot be assumed that every migrant would be equal 1in
enthusiasm for or knowledge of co-operation, or that these
would be successfully communicated to the resident population

of his new home who may have been wary of both newcomers and

their ideas. In this last respect the opinion of a returned
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migrant might have been more influential, for they combined
knowledge acquired in the outside world with established
local contacts. The potential for information transfer
suggested by the presence of Lancashire and Yorkshire
migrants throughout England and Wales was not fully realised
in practical developments. There was no simple equation
between population movements and the proliferation of co-
operatives; societies did not initially spread steadily and
widely away from their northern core. But while population
movement in the course of general activity was ineffectual as
a mechanism for the universal diffusion of co-operation, the
importance of 1ts contribution in particular instances cannot
be doubted.

Rs the Coventry example suggests migration was commonly
structured not only by distance but also by the distribution
of economic activity and the search for employment.
Geographical mobility seems often to have been more prevalent
than occupational change. Work on movement into North-East
England showed that long distance migration was principally
from areas suffering serious economic depression or between
areas with a similar employment structure.17 The latter
conclusion has been confirmed by more local 5tudies.18 Such a
pattern of movement might have contributed to the
concentration of early co-operative development in
communities with economic structures based on a restricted
number of trades. Specific instances can be given of the

transfer of co-operation by long distance migrants between

areas with a common element to their economic bases. The
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establishment of a cotton mill at Kidderminster during the
eighteen sixties brought workers to the town from the
depressed northern textile districts to swell the established
migrant community associated with the town’s carpet trade.
Thus it was reported
Our society was originated by a number of Lancashire and
Yorkshire men resident here, and c¢hiefly by the
President Mr. R. Barker (manager of the cotton company’s
mill here), formerly of Bacup. I and three others of the
committee are from Halifax, one from Bradford, one from

Leeds, one from Rochdale and our storekeeper 1s from
19
Todmorden.

Workers from the metals and engineering trades, well
represented in areas of initial co-operative strength, also
stimulated new societies in their movements to other parts of
the country. Men from northern England and GScotland, a
country with its own strong co-operative tradition, developed
the society associated with the Brighton railway works during
the eighteen forties and fifties.eo Indeed the common
importance of railwaymen in the development of co-operation
in southern England partly derived from the early strength of
northern recruilits amongst theilr number.81 The railway workers
involved in the establishment of the society at Gloucester in
1860 included men linked with such northern towns as Halifax,
ce

Huddersfield and Burnley, In addition the railway workforce

contained men who were uniquely mobile in the regqular course
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of their work and thus were well placed to learn of
developments in other areas of the country.

The volume of private contacts, especially over long
distances, was swollen by postal communications. The
expansion of the postal system during the nineteenth century,
particularly following from the introduction of the uniform
penny post in 184023, must have greatly increased the general
flow of information (Table 5.2). The flat rate charge
probably also reduced the degree of decline in the volume of
postal traffic with increased distance noted under the
earlier system of charging in proportion to the mileage
travelled.aq Individual postal contacts do not commonly seem
to have had the effect of 1initiating co-operative development
in the manner of the migrants discussed above. A letter
offered personal information and opinion but could not of

itself translate these into action. However, an 1important

part of the accumulation of information by many incipient

societies was accomplished by post. Established centres,
especially the society at Rochdale received correspondence
from groups throughout the country interested 1in the
foundation of co-operatives. Without a cheap and effective

postal service the direct role of the larger northern

societies 1n advising on co-operative developments elsewhere

in the country would have been curtailed. The volume of

postal traffic greatly outstripped personal visits to stores
2b6

such as that at Rochdale , or the efforts made by northern

societies to supply speakers for meetings associated with the
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Table S5.2. Mail Traffic in the United Kingdom: Total Traffic
and Mail per capita, 1839-1901.(25)

G.P.0. Mail Traffic (000,000s)

Date Letters Books & News— 1/2d Post- Parcels
Newsp’rs papers Packets cards

1839 75 .9%

1840 168.8

1850 347.0

1860 564.0 82.8

1870 862.7 130.2

1880/1 1176.4 133.8 248.9 122.9

18%90/1 1705.8 161.0 481 .2 ce.7 46.3

1900/1 2323.6 167.8 732.4 419.0 81.0

Mail per capita

Date Letters Postcards Printed Papers
1839 3

1840 7

1860 19

1880/1 34 6.1 6.9

1200/1 27 10.2 17.9

* Excluding 6.6 million franks

foundation of new societies. Thus the development of co-
operation would have been a slower and more difficult process
wilthout an efficient postal system. In addition to
facilitating the personal exchange of i1nformation the postal
service allowed the accumulation of material for publication
in printed media, particularly newspapers. It was also the
means of distribution of these widely circulated information
sources,; whose importance will be a major theme 1n subsequent

discussion.
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While inter-personal contacts made a significant
contribution to the spread of co-operation they were not the
mechanism which produced some of the main variations observed
in the pace and spatial extent of 1ts development.
Contemporary comments indicate that surges in growth such as
that of the 1late fifties and early sixties or the rapid
increase 1n soclety numbers in the late twenties and early
thirties noted in Chapter Two were information led events and
that much of the stimulus came from the circulation of new
printed sources. Many of those involved in the developments
of these periods recorded their previous ignorance of co-
operation per se or the change in their perceptions of the
idea produced by information receipt. For some this involved
the revelation of the practical success of an idea that had
previously locally been known only to fail. In other cases
groups with a wider purpose such as the political reformers
of Chartism were shown how the i1idea of co-operative trading
could be used to further their particular ends. The epilsodes
of rapid spread of co-operation would have been 1impossible
without an effective means of initial spread of information.

Thisisnot to oversimplify the process. The speed of co-
operative gspread was also a reflection of the receptiveness
of elements within the population of potential adopters -
their willingness and ability to make the transition from
awareness of an innovation to its implementation in practice.

Co-operation was often seen as attractive because it offered
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a solution to problems experienced by large sections of the
working class, either broadly cast as the economic and social
upheavals of the industrial revolution or narrowly defined 1n
terms of food supply. Variation in the severity of such
difficulties might be expected to have exerted an influence
on the course of co-operative development and aspects of this
relationship will be examined in the following chapters. It
seems likely that the balance of the importance of 1local
circumstances and receipt of information from outside as
determinants of the timing of innovation adoption shifted
during the course of development. In the early stages of the
several waves of co-operative advance the production of new
sources and an increased volume of information were critical
stimuli to general action. It 1is much 1less clear what
prompted the production of these new sources. Ideas were
implemented because they were seen to be relevant, but the
circumstances which encouraged this view were 1n many cases
of long standing and it was not any sudden general
deterioration of conditions that prompted the upturn of co-
operative growth. Having passed through an initial phase of
information dearth it became more likely that the timing and
location of subsequent developments would be determined by
changes in local circumstances which caused a reassessment of
the value of an idea already in circulation - although 1in
some instances the receipt of new information as a further
prompt still provided the final trigger.

Attention wi1ll now be turned to the detailed evidence of

temporal wvariation in the volume of information production,
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particularly in the printed form which assumed considerable
importance in the stimulation of original awareness of co-
operation because of the ease of 1ts widespread circulation.
The relation of the spatial pattern of co-operative
foundations to that of information circulation is handicapped
by a lack of data. It is difficult to demonstrate clearly
whether and to what extent the spatial extent of i1nformation
circulation was greater than the pattern of 1ts successes
suggest. Argument has to be based not on comprehensive data
but on individual instances and the generalised judgements of
contemporaries. Where possible details of the scale of
production and spatial circulation of particular sources have
been included in the following review of the correspondence
between the variation in the means available for the transfer
of information and the pace and geographical range of co—
operative development.

The development of printed material was a stimulus to the
spread of co-operation outside 1ts earliest centres of
strength. This reflects the general role of such sources,
that

The press in the nineteenth century was the most
important single medium of the communication of
27
ideas....
Printed sources became more accessible as rates of literacy
increased during the century but the impact of the press bhad
c8

always extended beyond 1its direct readership. Ideas

originally introduced into a centre by newspapers were
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relayed to a wider audience through informal local discussion
and perhaps ultimately in the case of institutions such as
co-operation by means including house-to-house canvassing and
public meetings. Moreover, particularly early in the century,
newspapers were often read, sometimes aloud, in &a communal
situation; amongst workmates,; or in a pub or a club. Thus not
only was each paper read by several different individualseq
but the circumstances allowed for the

effective participation in the literate culture by

30
essentially illiterate people.
The impor tance of the press was recognised by

contempofaries. As was noted in 1851

Almost every religious and philanthropic movement had

its monthly organ,; which not only gave leading articles

upon the movement, but also reflected i1ts proceedings

31

and progress.
Thus the co-operative press was but a small part of a much
wider popular journalism which included papers advancing such
diverse causes as temperance, trades unionism, religious
freedom, free trade, educational, landownership and political
ref’orm.:32 The scale of this activity reflected the desire of
the multitude of popular institutions baoth to relay
information to established adherants and to present their
views to a new audience. The press was a far more effective

means of ensur ing the widest distribution of information

than, for example, the efforts of itinerant lecturers or
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tract distributors.

The impact of printed sources of i1nformation was
recognised from the earliest Owenite period of co-operative
development. Especial importance was accorded to the Brighton
Co-operator issued in monthly numbers between May 1828 and

August 1830. This was not the earliest co-operative paper; it

had been preceded during the early twenties by Mudie’s

Economist (1821-22) and joined the extant Co-operative
Magazine issued by the London Co-operative society. However,
the presentation of co-operative ideas and principles,
especially the alliance of storekeeping with
communitarianism, in what were in effect a monthly series of
tracts, seems to have given an important impulse to co-
operative development.aq Contemporaries saw 1t as the

inspiration behind the rapid spread of societies away from
London and the south coast. In February 1830 the 'pre-
eminence" of the Co-operator was asserted with the statement

that
the immense majority of the Co-operative Trading

Asspociations formed since 1828... have been nourished
35

Two years later the fourth national Co-operative Congress was
told that the paper had
36
converted hundreds,; if not thousands to the cause
The impact of the Co-operator reflected 1its relatively
large circulationy Dr. William King, its author, considered

that "immense numbers" had been sold. The annual circulation

for 1829 was cl2,000 and the taotal for the thirty monthly
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37
i1ssues was an estimated S0,000. It 1s unclear how this

total was distributed geographically but specific 1instances
show how news of the successful Co-operative Association at
Brighton extended outside the i1immediate area. Publicity

provided through the Co-operator and the earlier information

to the Brighton leaders receiving early

applications from parties at Kingstanley near

Stroudwater, and at Belper near Derby,; as well as from

Birmingham, for instruction in forming similar
38

societies.
The Co-operator also found its way further north to the
textile districts which became a major focus of development.
The initial advocate for the establishment of co—operation in
Halifax 1in 1829 was inspired by personal experience of the
workings of the Bradford society but he also had presented to
him

An old and nearly worn—-out number of the Brighton Co-

which he used to further his own knowledge and to stimulate
interest in the scheme in his home town.39 This example also
suggests that copies of the Co-operator continued to
circulate for some time after their issue and that each
individual copy might have had a large number of readers. The
paper was not only read but preserved for reference, one of

the Rochdale Pioneers of 1844 owned a bound volume of the Co-

operator by then some fifteen vyears old which was

258.



40
subsequently placed in the society’s library.

The Halifax example also included reference to another

southern co-operative journal, the Associate (1829-30) which

was produced by the First London Co-operative Trading
Association. The total circulation of this journal is unknown

but in April 1829 it was reported that over 5,000 had been
41

published. Co-operative news was also carried in the

established London based trades paper the Weekly Free Press.

As a stamped paper it was expensive and thus its Circulation

was never particularly large, seldom selling above 1,000

copies. Most of its sales were confined to London but it was
42

clearly also read by northern co-operators. In 1830 it was

found circulating amongst co-operators at Gateacre near
Liverpool. An attempt to stimulate interest in co-operation

at Lamberhead Green near Wigan included the circulation of
43
the Free Press amongst local workers. The Free Press was

also specifically mentioned as providing the stimulus to

start societies 1in other northern towns including Kendal,
G4
Sheffield and Darlington.

During the years 1829-31 a number of monthly co—-operative
journals developed in the provincial centres of the north and
Midlands helping to promote interest in their respective

areas. The first was the Birmingham Co-operative Herald

o —— e — _——— e ——— —— —————

(1829-30). This was followed by the Chester Co-operative
43

Chronicle (1830) ’ and the formation of the Manchester and

Salford Association for the Promotion of Co-operative

Knowledge led to the publication of the Lancashire Co-

operator, later the Lancashire and Yorkshire Co-operator
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(1831-32). In April 1832 it was reported that the circulation

of each of the first eighteen numbers of the Lancashire Co-
4b
cperataor had averaged around 1,000. The bulk of this

circulation was probably within the North-West and Yorkshire,

as Flg. 5.1 shows the agents and societies responsible for
its distribution were concentrated in these areas. However,
it did have outlets in London and Birmingham.

In addition to the specifically co-operative journals

there was alsa news of 1its progress in northern trades

cperative Journal (1830), the Voice of the People (1831-32)
and the Union Pilot and Co-operative Intelligencer (1832).
Co—operafive spread also attracted attentiaon, not always
favourable, in the general press. During December 1829, for

and more hostile notice in the Elgin Courier, the Manchester
47

and Salford Advertiser and the Sheffield Iris. Attention

seems to have been less forthcoming in the London press. The

comment on the success of the Brighton society , but later

when our contemporary expresses himself as being struck

with amazement, that all the London journals, excepting
the Free Press,; should have been entirely silent on the
49

sub ject, he conveys to them a well-merited rebuke.

Attention 1n the general press was a reflection of the
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novelty of co-operation in the late twenties and the
interest excited by its increasingly rapid spread. Press
comment might have been expected in 1ts turn to have created
further interest. Even hostile notice may ultimately have
worked to co-operative advantage by stimulating local debate
on the topic. However, once co-operation became more
commonplace press attention to its development was not
sustained, particularly as there were new popular causes,
notably the campaign for parliamentary and wider political
reform, competing for coverage. This declining notice was
compounded by the cessation of publication during the early
thirties of the specifically co-operative journals which
shared the generally ephemeral character of the wider
50

unstamped press. In some cases this stoppage reflected the

unwillingness or 1nability of the groups responsible for the

production of the journals to sustain the consequent

financial laoss. Even the Brighton Co-operators for all its
a1

impact, made a net loss of cf£350. New journals founded

during this period, of which the Crisis (1832-34) and the New
ae
Moral World (1834-43) were the most widely circulated ’

reflected the Owenite progression away from storekeeping
which received only limited attention. Discussiaon was
focussed on the goal of communitarianism and shorter 1lived
enthusiasms including labour exchanges. There was little
encouragement to counteract the depressive effect of society
failures of the period after 1832 and the 1increasingly

hostile notice co-operation received in the popular radical

press where opinion was turning in favour of a political
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33
solution to working class grievances. This included comment

in the Poor Man’s Guardian, the most widely circulated of the
unstamped press.

Co-operative propagandism during the Owenite period was
not confined to newspapers,; there were also efforts to spread
the message through lectures and missionary tours. Initially
this work seems to have been the product of local enthusiasm.
Particular societies and exceptionally motivated 1individuals
devoted themselves to the promotion of co-operation within a
fairly restricted district. Figure 5.2 shows the recorded
engagements dur ing 1831-32 of one of the more active
lecturers, Thomas Hirst. Most were within a fairly restricted
range of his Huddersfield home with speeches in London being
assocliated with visits to the Co-operative Congress held 1in
the capital. The impact of such work was thus not so much to
extend co-operative development to new districts as to
consolidate 1its position in areas where it already had a
foothold. Moreover, most lectures were given in response to
invitations from groups already interested in the issue. They
thus supplemented sources such as newspapers which provided
the first introduction to co—-operation, perhaps easing the
transition from awareness of abstract principles to their
practical implementation.

Various bodies were also established to give a more formal
sponsorship and systematic organisation to propaganda. In the
spring of 1829 the London-based British Association for the

Promotion of Co-operative Knowledge (BAPCK) was formed. This
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Lecturing Engagements of Thormas Hirst, 1831-32.

Source: Lancashire and Yorkshire Co-opzsrator, 1832;:
1832.
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seems to have developed from the activities of G.C. Penn and
others connected with the First London Co-operative Trading
Association. Dur ing the first half of 1829 Penn placed
regular advertisements in the Weekly Free Press 1indicating
his readiness to advise on the formation of new co-
operatives. He also offered to actively assist in obtaining
publicity for new societies in London and other places within
as

five miles of the capital. His efforts seem to have
stimulated some response for it was noted that

we have received many letters from the country, for

information relative to the co-operative soc:ieties....56
The BAPCK gsponsored some limited missionary work but their
main activity seems to have been the distribution of printed
material. Thus 1t was recorded

Persons 1in remote parts of the kingdom hearing of their

projectsy, and requliring information, were supplied with

books on the subject; and in this manner more was done

in the space of twelve months to disseminate Mr. QOwen’s

peculiar views, than he had done himself during his long

57

career.
There was similar initiative based in Manchester with the
formation of the Manchester and Salford Assocciation for the
Promotion of Co-operative Knowledge in 1830 to organise
lectures, short missions and cheap publications, including
its own journal the Lancashire Co-operator, for the
surrounding districts. Suggestions were also made,
apparently without result, that similar bodies should be

59
established at Derby and Birmingham.
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Ultimately there were attempts to organise missionary
activity on a national basis as part of wider efforts to
weld the wvarious co-operatives into a more 1ntegrated
movement. At the second national Co-operative Congress 1in
October 1831, a committee was appointed to draw up
regulations for the future direction of missionary activity.
Its report at the third Congress of April 1832 proposed a
division of the United Kingdom into nine districts centred on
Londons Birmingham, Manchester, Norwich, Glasgow, Edinburgh,
Belfast, Dublin and Cork. Within each missionary work would
be co-ordinated by a council reporting its operations to the
national Congress.bo The tone of most of these later reports
does not suggest any consequent increase on previous
activity. There were suggestions that the national system was
not welcomed by individual societies which preferred to
maintain local initiative.61 Perhaps in consequence
propagandism at the district level was crippled by a lack of
1"t.md«5.é,E The fact that the establishment of the missionary
districts post-dates the real period of expansion of society
numbers suggests that it was not necessary for the spread of
co-operation and its rather half-hearted execution seems to
have minimised 1its impact. Its practical importance was

rather less than that of the individual missionaries and the

newspapers discussed earlier.

v

Although the decline of popular enthusiasm for co-
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operative trading in ijts Owenite Qguilise was 1n part
associated with the rise of alternative political forces for
reform it was in alliarnce with Chartism that co-operation
receilved increased attention in the late thirties and early
forties. It was through Chartist rather than sbecifically
co—operative channels that its benefits were proclaimed and
its sucesses reported. The advocation of co-operation became
in some areas, particularly those with previous experience of
storekeeping and a continuing co-operative tradition, a part
of general Chartist propaganda. The case was argued at
Chartist rallies and through the circulation of printed
tracts such as Robert Lowery’s Address o

63 o
Exclusive Dealing of 1839. In 1ts alliance with Chartism

the GSystem of

co-operation could be extended through channels and contacts
established to meet the wider functions of political
campaigning. Thus 1t was debated at national Chartist
conventions and at district delegate meetings. The potential
of such meetings for 1information exchange 1s obvious,
especially as in some districts meetings were held 1n
premises which also housed a store; the visiting delegates
could thus see the workings of an example of co—operation.64
Co-operation was also reported in the Chartist press.
Notice of its progress was carried in several papers, the
most widely circulated of which was the Northern Star whose

mass sales far exceeded the modest totals achieved by other
6D
journals such as the Charter. Attention has already been

drawn to the role of the Narthern Star as a medium for co-

operative information exchange, not only in presenting
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reports but in stimulating further correspondence and
requests for more detailed i1nformation. Thus co-operative
interest was being sustained through
66
the most widely read journal of its time 1n Britain.

In 18392, the year of its greatest sales the average weekly
imprint of the Star was 36,000 and during the months April
to June a peak of 42,000 copies per 1ssue was claimed.67
Although this level was not maintained the weekly i1issues of
the paper continued to be printed i1n large numbers throughout
the forties, even in the depression early i1n the decade sales
remained above 18,000.68 Moreover, like other contemporary
papers 1ts readership would have been much larger than the
numbers of copies in circulation with a multiplier of between
ten and thirty being suggested at the time.bq The popular
impact of the paper should not be measured by i1ts circulation
figures alone, descriptions of the local arrival of the
weekly 1i1ssues emphasise the eagerness with which 1t was
awaited and the attention paid to 1ts Content5.7o While first
and greatest notice was devoted to the political content of
the paper co-operation may have gained some reflected glory
from its reporting in a newspaper whose opinlons were held in
such widespread popular esteem.

While Chartist enthusiasm for co-operation stimulated new
stores 1t did little to extend the idea to areas without
previous experilience of the idea. In part the continued

concentration of societies in areas of previous co-operative

strength may bhave reflected the geographical diffusion of
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information through means such as the Northern Star. This was
most widely circulated in areas of manufacturing industry
with a particular concentration of its agents in the northern
textile districts (Fig. 5.3). Moreover, individual northern
towns accounted for large sales of the paper. In February
1839 1,330 copies were ordered weekly in Ashton-under-Lyne

71
alone. But the distribution of the Naorthern Star and the

development of Chartism 1itself (Fig. c.6) were more
widespread than the geographically restricted growth of co-
operation. 1t <seems therefore, that the geography of co-
operative development at this period reflected not only the
availlability of information but also variations in local
response to the information content deriving from different
experiences of both co-operation and Chartism, and other
rather more prosaic matters including the adequacy of the
service provided by private retailers (see Chapter Two). Co-
operation grew chiefly 1n areas where there were already
established societies. Thus 1n the northern textile districts
and to a lesser extent in the i1ndustrial North-tEast there
would have been the mutually reinforcing influences of
practical examples and journalistic advocation to stimulate
further development. Elsewhere the power of the press alone
might have been rather less; any practical benefits from
storekeeping were not seen as of immediate local relevance

and the politically committed viewed co-operation not as

complementary to their campaigning but as a distraction.
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Agencies Distributing the Northern Star, 1839.

Source: Gregory 1984, 869.




Vv
Greatest attention was given to co-operation in the
the decade reqgular reports on the progress of individual
societies were largely displaced by details of the Chartist
Land Company. While the Star continued to be used by some
societies to give notice of their activities78 1t seems
likely that the availability of printed information about co-
operation declined during the mid eighteen forties. The
renewed development of co-operative mills, chiefly 1n
Yorkshire, provoked the comment
Hitherto 1t has been deemed necessary that such
movements as the present should be puffed into existence
by means of newspapers; but one of the most remarkable
signs of the times is, that this powerful effort towards
a perfect co-operation, has been recorded by few
journals; it has extended itself silently but 'Firmly.'73
The spread of co-operative milling is demonstration of the
manner 1in which such an innovation could diffuse within a
relatively limited geographical area largely in the first
instance through direct personal contacts and information
seeking postal Communications.7q Critical in the process was
the initial stimulus of the rising corn prices and the 1local
existence of established co-operative mills which seemed to

offer a practical solution.

A similar process of predominantly local personal
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information exchange would have been operating gradually to
increase the rnumber of retailing societies within the cluster
of co-operative development in south-east Lancashire and the
West Riding. During the mid and late forties there was little
effort to integrate individual co-operatives into a wider
framework comparable with that attempted during the periods
of greatest Owenite and Chartist influence. Attempts by the
Christian ©Socialists during the early eighteen fifties to
create a national federal organisation that would have
included some propaganda functions failed under the weight of
the disapproval of the majority of co-operatives which feared
loss of their independence.75 Propagandism was thus largely
at the local level with individual societies having neither
the motivation nor the resources to work for the wider
extension of the idea. Most societies were concerned with the
maintenance and growth of their own local activities. There
were suggestions in the early fifties that the lack of co-
operative spread throughout England and Wales was at least
partly a reflection of the general ignorance of the success

achieved by northern societies

Most persons 1in London are under the 1mpression that

only a few cobBperative associations exist 1in the
country, that the metropolis affords a few recent
instances, and that confidence in them i1s pretty much

confined to London.
This was a result of the reluctance of northern stores to

publicise their achievements
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none of these associations thinks of reporting their
existence. Each one thinks its efforts of no importance
to the public at a distance, and thus the whole are
silent, when the voices of the group would re&cho in
nelghbouring counties, and reverberate even in London.
Thus any perception of co-operation in much of England and
Wales was coloured more by knowledge of its past failures
than 1ts present success. The suggested sclution was the
collection of regular reports from all societies by a central
organisation (a r6le proposed for the Christian Socialists)
which would
prepare useful, brief, well-expressed paragraphs, and
send them weekly to all editors of newspapers....76
Such information it was hoped would both introduce co-
operation to a new audience and change the aopinion of those
already aware of the idea but prejudiced against it.

This contemporary analysis offers an appealingly simple
explanation of the limitations of co-operative spread during
the mid and late forties. There was certainly a much greater
currency of co-operative awareness, information and practical
demonstration of its success within restricted areas of
Lancashire and Yorkshire than in the country as a whole. This
reflected not only the personal exchange of information, but
also the reporting of co-operative developments 1in local

77
papers such as the Manchester Examiner. However, 1t would

be an exaggeration to suggest that there were no means

available for the wider spread of co-operative information.

These included the potential for personal contacts ocutlined
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in Section II and a number of printed sources.

If the content of co-operative news in the Northern Star
was declining during the eighteen forties and the paper
itself no longer commanded a circulation comparable to 1ts
earlier peak a measure of compensation was derived from other
journals, some of them specifically co-operative in

character. Discussion of co-operative principles and some

reporting of the progress of individual socleties was

L

feature of newly founded journals such as the Herald of

Redemption ,later the Herald of Co-operation (1847-48), the

League Circular (1848), the People’s Journal
(1846-47), Howitt’s Journal (1847-48), the Spirit of the Age
(1848—49), Cooper’s Journal (1850) and the Reasgner (1846~
72). It is doubtful, however, whether even together these new
journals would have equalled the circulation and perhaps more
importantly the popular impact of the Northern Star at 1its
peak. Cooper’s Journal, for example, had an initial weekly

circulation of 5,000 which fell to 3,600 after six months and

continued to decline so that production was suspended after
78

only ten months with a final circulation of 2,000. A

similar peak of c5,000 was recorded by the Reasoner whose

notice of co-operation was secondary to its main concern with
79
atheism.
While these papers contributed to debate about co-—-
operation in general they were less effective as agents 1n

the spread of interest in co-operative stores in particular.

Those with the clearest co-operative interest were produced
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by groups whose concerns were chiefly with agriculture and
communitarianism. The Herald of Co-operation was the organ of

the Leeds Redemption society and the Co-operative League

Circular revealed 1ts parentage in 1ts title. It was the
Leeds Redemption society which received most notice 1n these
and other journals during the late forties. This reflected
the attention paid to propaganda by the Leeds society.
Although i1ts strength remained clustered around 1ts Yorkshire
origin, the Redemption society unlike the locally based co-
operative stores aimed at nationwide recruiltment. Its own
paper was an 1important means of communicating with both
existing and potential members. The distribution of the
Herald of Co-operation was probably chiefly amongst existing
members and thus reflected their geographical concentration
but as Fig. 5.4 shows it also had agents in Midland and
southern towns including Nottingham, Worcester, Plymouth,
Cambridge and several in London. The society made other
efforts to spread its message nationally. At its congress of
Whitsun 1851 a plan of propagandism to co-ordinate the
efforts of members scattered throughout the country was
discussed. It was suggested that during two weeks 1n July a
national campaign including the distribution of bills and
0
tracts, lectures and public meetings should be mounted.8 In
the event no major programme was reported in the press making
it likely that financial limitations curtailed such ambitious
plans. Most of the meetings reported during 1831 were within
a restricted radius of Leeds itself in locations including

81
Farsley, Pudsey, Holbeck Moor and Woodhouse Moor.
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5.4. Agzsncies Distributing the Herald of Co-operation, 47 .

Source: Herald of Co-ovsration,




Attention was not restricted to the Leeds Redemption
society, even in 1ts own journal. There was, however,
generally more notice of co-operative association for
productiony, including both communitarianism and milling, than
to storekeeping per se. This last was chiefly represented by
occasional descriptions of individual stores, including the
Rochdale Pioneers.eE Press advertisement was also wused to
publicise the early attempts at greater co-ordination amongst
societies. The co-operative conferences held during the early
fifties were in practice regional assemblies of Lancashire
and VYorkshire representatives but there were attempts to
spread news of their convocation more widely. The organisers

of the conference held at Bury during Easter 1831 resolved to

seek publicity through the Northern Star, the Leader, the

Pecople. If there were few established societies to respond
to the invitation to the conference, such publicity would
have increased awareness of the existence of the northern co-
operative stores. What it apparently did not do particularly
effectively was stimulate a desire to emulate their
operations. The persuasive power of occasional news of events
such as conferences would probably have been less than that
of reqular reports of the success of local societies.
Evidence from the eighteen fifties and sixties suggests the
importance of the latter tybe of material as a major element

of later co-operative journalism. It gave details of the
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profits made and dividends returned to individual members <o
presenting the attractions of co-operation in a way that was
easily appreciated and provided the material for 1nitial
enthusiasts to convert theilr more sceptical neighbours.

To a certain extent two new weekly journals, the Leader

and the Christian Socialist,; both founded in 1850, provided

an outlet for co-operative reports. The Christian Socialist,
the organ of the group of the same name, reflected in 1its
content their general interest in co-operation. The Leader
which provided a wider coverage of political and social
affairs devoted attention to co-operation through 1ts regular
column entitled "Associative Progress'". However, attention in
these journals,; as in those of the late forties, was devoted
as much to co-operative production as to storekeeping. This
was partly due to the reticence of the northern stores 1in

supplying details of their operations but ‘it also reflected

the greater interest of the sponsors of these journals 1n

production. Within the Christian Socialists there were
divisions on the relative merits of storekeeping and
production. Some members of the group, particularl) Lloyd

Jones, Neale , Hughes and 6St. Andre supported the
establishment of stores both as desirable in itself and as a
step towards extension of co-operation 1nto production.
Others 1led by Ludlow saw the two schemes as serving opposing
ends.eq Thus while the Christian Socialists collected and
published news of the progress of individual consumers’ co-

operatives 1t was not always presented with the enthusiasm

that characterised much later co-operative journalism.
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On the one hand there were reports of gatherings such as
the Lancashire cocieties conference of April 1831, to which
was appended statistics showing the success achieved by a
number of individual societies in terms of theilr recruitment

89

of members and their sales. More detailed treatment was

also provided of particular societies; the subject of the

first of a series of sketches of “flourishing English

Associations" published in the Christian Socialist was the
B&

Rochdale Pioneers’ society. Material gathered by the

Christian Socialists was relayed not only through the press
but also through public meetings 1in London and the provinces.
Attempts to win support for co-operative trading in London
quoted the success of a string of societies in Lancashire,
the West Riding and Cheshire.87 The Christian Socialists
also sponsored visits and lecture tours outside the capital
by Lloyd Jones and Walter Cooper. As these were in part
intended to forge links between the London-based group and
establiched retailing societies many visits were to the towns
of the Lancashire and Yorkshire textile districts. But their
travels did bring information about co-operation into other
areas where it was likely to have been less well known
including the Potteries and the North-East; during 1830/31
Cooper’s lectures on both storekeeping and productive
associlations included venues at Newcastle, North and South
Shields, Sunderland, Middlesbrough and Stockton.88 However,

the persuasive powers of such advocation of co-operation was

probably reduced by less favourable comments about some
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northern societies. In particular the reports made by J.M.
Ludlow on his tour of northern co-operatives reflected bhis
prejudice against stores and greater interest in productive
associations. Thus the treatment of stores was on occasion
critical, some were noted as lacking 1n true co-operative
spirit and tending towards the enrichment of a few members at
the expense of the wider public, even indulging in practices
8%

such as adulteration. There was also «c¢criticism of co-
operative methods from the Chartist Ernest Jones. In his
journal Notes to the People Jones predicted the failure of
retail societies arising from practices which encouraged
profit mongering by a few rather than leading to the moral
and material improvement of the mass of workers.go As a
consequence of these contradictory messages the presentation
of 1nformation about co-operative stores perhaps lacked the
inspirational qualities which seem to have been present in
the stimulation of the rapid spread of co-operation during
the later fifties and early sixties.

The 1mpact of the co-operative reporting of the Christian

Socialist and the Leader was also reduced by their small

sales. In late 1831 the «circulation of the Christian
91

Socialist was ¢B800 per issue. Ludlow complained of the

g2

difficulty in securing outlets for the sale of the journal.

The level of sales was insufficient for a profitable
operation and publication ceased in June 1858.93 Moreover it
seems that a high percentage of the circulation was bought by

middle class liberals rather than the working men who were

potential co-operators. Similar difficulties in reaching a
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working class audience were faced by the Leader, problems
compounded by the fact that as a stamped newspaper 1t cost
Sixpence per 1issue compared with the penny charged for the

Q4
Christian Socialist

It 1s difficult +to assess the total volume and
geographical pattern of information flow about co-operation
from the various journalistic and oratorical sources during
the late forties and early fities. The remaining evidence is
fragmentary and the judgements of contemporaries
contradictory. There was certainly a small and short-lived
upturn in the rate of society foundations during the early
fifties which coincided with the increased attention to co-
operation largely stimulated by the involvement of the
Christian Socialists. These included a number of societies in
London where the direct impact of the group was most
apparent. Indeed the Central Co-operative Agency set up by
saome individual Christian Socialists reported itself to be

in constant receipt of demands for prospectuses,
catalogues,; and rules from co-operative stores in course
of establishment in different parts of England, Scotland
@5
and Wales.
These requests stemmed at least in part from advocagj of
the services of the Agency by itinerant lectL.n’E-r'S(;’(D and
advertisements of the availability of such i1nformation
through the press.97 Individual press reports show papers

acting as channels of information transfer to aid the

establishment of new societies. Moreover, information about
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co-operation was more widely diffused through the press than

its pattern of adoption would suggest. Interest was reported

from locations including Cambridge and Worcester where there

were no recorded store foundations in the 1mmediately
98

following period.

The impact of the activity of the early fifties on the
long term growth of co-operation and the geography of 1ts
spread was, however, limited. The Central Co-operative Agency
probably exaggerated 1its own importance and there were
practical problems in the local adoption of co-operation. The
small upturn in the rate of foundations did not represent the
beginning of the take off of co-operative growth as the pace
subsequently slackened. While foundations continued 1n the
north 1in much of the rest of the country co-operation was
stable or in retreat during the mid fifties. Most societies
outside the northern core did not survive and their collapse
curtailed any creation of new clusters of co-operative
strength. The failure to maintain the rate of foundation also
reflected the elimination of many of the channels of
information flow established during the early fifties. There
was consequently little external stimulus to encourage co-
operative perseverance. The failure to sustain propagandism
over a period of several years may have been critical in the
failure of co-operation to take permanent root, allowing for
a few false starts, in most parts of the country in the early
fifties.

The northern stores, particularly the Rochdale society,

provided advice to those who requested it but seem themselves

282.



to bave developed no formal mechanism for the extra-regional
spread of the 1initial awareness that would prompt such
inquiries.qg The dying away of journalistic discussion of co-
operation was thus an effective curb on the spread of
infomation and so of societies. The interest of the general
press was not sustained once the novelty inspired by the
activities of the Christian Socialists had warn off. As a
group they themselves became disengaged from active co-
operative campaigning after the passage of the 1852
Industrial and Provident Societies Act which established a
clear legal status for co-operatives. Thus there was no
promotional effort to back up the achievement of this
important constitutional step. The stoppage of the Christian
Socialist paper,; by then retitled the Journal of Association

in June 1852 was compounded by a reduction in the coverage of

The upturn of society foundations in the early fifties was
not only short-lived it was also relatively small. This
reflects in part the 1limitations of the circulation of
information; the small sales of papers advocating co-
operation and their even more limited currency amongst the
workers who would have been the class to engage actively in
co-operative storekeeping. Nor were the co-operative lectures
and tours of this period particularly targeted at the spread
of co-operation into extra-metropolitan southern England and
Wales where practical co-operative efforts were almost

entirely absent. The main objectives of the Christian
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Socialists were the cultivation of links with established
northern stores. It was perhaps hoped that the development of
ties within the co-operative body would be a prelude to a
concerted national propaganda effort. Such plans were never
realised.

There was also a question mark over the content of the
available information and its efficacy in promoting i1nterest
in the practical application of the idea of co-operative
trading. Retailing may have been overshadowed by discussion
of co—-operative production both in journals with a particular
interest in co-operation and in the general press. It was the
prevalence of material on productive associations that
provoked the comment

The provincial papers throughout are discussing the
question, competition versus Association. Several of the
influential metropolitan papers are furnishing able
articles on the same subject.... Six months ago, noboay
would have believed that the press of England would be
100
overflowing with discussion on quasi communism.
Not only was attention divided between production and
storekeeping but both in principle and 1in practice co-
operative storekeeping received some adverse comment in the
very papers which reported its progress. It seems likely that
even in the localities where the co-operative message did get
through it lacked the inspirational quality to generate
further interest.

VI

If the early fifties showed only limited progress in the
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diffusion of co-operative information and the spread of
storekeeping then the mid fifties revealed even more
restricted development 1n the absence of any geographically
wideranging means to raise interest in the idea. There was

little fresh 1initiative +to compensate for the loss of

momentum in propagandism. New journals, principally the Co-
operative Commercial Circular, first issued in November 1833
under the aegis of the Central Co-operative Agency, had a

circulation that continued the modest standards of their
forerunners of the early fifties. Moreover, the suspension of
publication of the Circular in March 1855 left co-operation
without 1ts own journalistic voice for the rest of the
decade. There remained only isolated referernces in journals
such as the Reasoner and the Leader.

By contrast with the immediately preceding period the late
fifties and early sixties saw a remarkable development of new
societies not only in the northern textile districts but also
the 1introduction of co-operation to all regions of England
and Wales. This upsurge occuried in the wake of an increase in
the availability of information about co-operative <success,
particularly in printed form. The recorded details of the
foundation of individual societies confirm the i1mportance of
new information sources 1n prompting action. The secretary of
the Bradford-on-Avon socilety reported the circumstances of
the initiation of their store

It was 1in February last, that No. 1 of Chambers’s Social

Science JTracts found its way into Bradford. It was read
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by a few and set us thinking. We were not long before we
put our thoughts into practice, for on the Saturday
evening about fourteen or sixteen of us met together to
discuss the practicability of opening a store here, and
to make a beginning we subscribed £12 between us. Next
week we spread the news amongst our shopmates and
101

friends, and we collected nearly £12 more.

The publication in 1858 of G.J. Holyoake’s book Self-Help

by th

)

People: a History of Co-operation in Rochdale

have marked a turning point. The material in the book was
originally intended for serial publication in the Daily News
during 1837 but this was abandoned after the first issue,
displaced by news of the outbreak of the Indian Mutiny. The
publicity accorded the work through its 1initial newspaper
issue may have prompted the subsequent wide circulation of
the book. Some of the information it contained was  also
relayed through other printed sources. These included the

tract Co-operation 1in 1ts Different Branches of 1860

mentioned at Bradford-on—-Avon above. Co-operation was also

discussed in articles 1i1n journals such as the Quarterly

of the popular Sunday papers which had a mass working class
readership. Lloyd’s Weekly and Reynolds’s Newspaper were both
mentioned as providing the 1initial stimulus to the
development of i1individual societies. In addition there was
the revival of gspecifically co-operative journalism with the
foundation of a new paper initially issued monthly, the Co-

operator. This was joined briefly from November 1860 to May
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1861 by the National Co-operative Leader (later the Coz
operative Newspaper) published by William Watkins as the
organ of his National Industrial and Provident Society.

From the small nrnumber of cases for which data are
available mapped on Fig. 5.5 1t is unwise to attempt any
detailed conclusions about the geographical pattern of the
impact of individual sources or their relative importance. It
is sufficient to note that the variety of souit<s gave the
capacity for the long distance transfer of information. The
bare bones of the pattern on the map can, however, be fleshed
out to give a more detailed picture of the sources and
processes of information diffusion during this 1mportant
period.

Holyocoake’s history of the Rochdale Pioneers’ society was
often quoted as directly providing the inspiration for the
foundation of societies in the early wave of developments 1n
the late fifties and early sixties. As Joseph Cowen Jnr.
told the national Co-operative Congress meeting at Newcastle
in 1873

I believe that the revival of the co-operative spirit of
this district 1is owing chiefly to the publication of
that admirable and useful book which was written by Mr.
Holyoake. That book had a wide circulation in this
neighbourhood some fifteen or sixteen years agoj; and in

consequence of its being read in workmen’s societies,

and at their firesides, it gave a fresh impetus to the
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cause. The 1nstruction 1t i1imparted on the formation of

co-operative socleties, and the hopeful prospect i1t held

out as the result of their establishment, gave new life

102

to the co-operative effort of this district.
Cowen, who was personally acquainted with Holyoake had
himself played a key role in the development of north-eastern
co-operation by introducing the successful example of the
Rochdale society via the medium of Holyoake’s book to workmen
at the Meghanics’ Institute which he bad helped to found at
Blaydon.lo The early society at Blaydon proved to be a focus
for further development in the industrial North-East where
co—-operation took particularly firm root. Holyoake’s book was
also mentioned as a stimulus to their establishment by other

| 104

early societies in the district. Elsewhere 1t was quoted
as a source by societies as far removed from each other and
from the early co-operative core as Maryport, Plymouth, and
Merthyr Tydfil.lo5 Such references suggest that the work was

not only sold in large numbers - i1t ran into a second edition

within a year of its first publication and a fourth edition

by 18&0, it was also produced 1n various unauthorised
abridged editions - but was also geographically widely
circulated.lo6 Holyoake’s travels would have helped to extend
the sales of his book. During the eighteen fifties he was

regularly engaged as a touring lecturer, chiefly 1n the

secularist cause,; but in the later fifties his repertoire
107

also included a lecture on the Rochdale Pioneers. Even

when the subject of his lectures was removed from co-

operation he may have relayed its message in more informal
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discussions.

Holyoake’s book consolidated the stremngtheming national
reputation of the Rochdale society. It acted as an
inspirational example,; not just a cold presentation of
information but as a story with the power to engender
conviction, both amongst those learning of co-operation for
the first time and those whose previous awareness of the idea
had been touched with scepticism. Accounts of 1ts 1impact
were couched in almost messianic terms. At York, for
example, the book

came amongst them as a revelation. The lamp of faith
which had been glimmering for years at once became full
and bright. It was a message of inspiration. It even
108
caused many old deserters to give themselves up.
The pilcture it presented was far more glowing than most co-
operative journalism of the early fifties and 1indeed the
advance made by the Rochdale society 1n the intervening years
109
made the story all the more 1mpressive. The wider
publicity thus extended Rochdale’s role as a centre of
practical advice.

Amongst newspapers the Co-operator provided the most
regular journalistic advocation of co-operation during the
elghteen-sixties; however, despite 1ts importance 1ts career
was somewhat chequered. It was 1in constant danger of
financial collapse,; being maintained only by funds raised

through appeals printed in the paper itself. This money

subsidised 1ts production to the level of around £150 for
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110
every vyear of the paper’s existence. The Co-operator’s

financial troubles reflected a circulation that was small by
the standards of the mass-circulation press of second half of
the century. At the end of twelve months’ production Pitman
was claiming a sale of nearly 10,000 copies of each issue.lll
However , this seems to have been the numbers printed rather
than the true lower sales figures. e In December 18635 it
was reported that the print runm of individual copies of the
paper was 9,000 (publication was fortnightly from May of that
year 1ncreasing to weekly numbers in January 1868), but 1t
still seems likely that sales were below this figure.113
Indeed neither the Co-operator nor its successor the Co

operative News enjoyed a particularly wide circulation by the
, 114
standards of popular Victorian journalism.

News would have been to individuals who were already co-
operative members and concomitantly most correspondence and
reports printed were by and about established societies.
Indeed one of the major aims of these papers was the
improvement of communications between existing societies.
However, particularly in the earlier Co-operator there was a
certain amount of correspondence from i1ndividuals and groups
not yet engaged in storekeeping. As Fig. 5.6 shows the
information appeals actually printed in the paper came
predominantly from outside the main areas of previous co-
operative strength. It seems plausible that requests for

advice which were the main component of this published

correspondence should be addressed to a newspaper chiefly
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from areas where there was no local source of 1nformation.

It i1s not always clear how the circulation of the Co

operator extended into new areas. In some cases 1t was taken
by individuals already interested in co-operation who
specifically sought it out as a source of further
information. Isaac Burton,; a shoemaker from Raunds reported

I had never seen one of your co-operative records until
a month ago, when, being at Northampton,; I enqgquired at
one of the stores for them, and had a few back numbers
given to me; these I gave to a few friends, and they
115
were the first that ever came into Raunds.
Elsewhere the Co-operator seems to have brought the first
knowledge of co-operation in a rather serendipitous process.
The Mitcheldean society, for example
was originated by a single copy of the Co-operator

reaching the places; and being read by two persons who
116

felt an interest in 1ts contents.
The distribution of such single copies of journals to new
locations may have been the work of individuals who
despatched copies regularly with the aim of co-ocperative
extension. The secretary of the Hackleton society, for
example, recorded that when he himself had finished wilith the

I always send my copy away,; sometimes into one part of
117
the country, and sometimes another.

However, there was no indication of how individuals chose the

locations to which they sent literature. The decision

293.



probably involved persconal considerations with material
being sent to established contacts thought 1likely to be
sympathetic towards co-operation. Hopes of extension through
such means were not always realised. It was reported from
Newmarket 1n 1862
I have sent your journals over almost every part in the
surrounding district, and the good that will follow must

shortly become patent by the establishment of these
118
excellent institutions.

Thoughts of co-operative success in Newmarket itself proved
over—-optimistic. There were no foundations in Cambridgeshire
until that at Sawston in 1867 and the only society founded
in West Suffolk in the intervening period was that at Bury
St. Edmunds of 186&4. This cannot have been the only case
where there was a failure to translate the co-operative
message into practice.

Renewed attention to co-operation in the general press
played an important complementary role to specifically co-
operative sources of information. Indeed some of the sales of
Holyoake’s book would have followed from its notice 1n the
press, a medium through which part of it originally appeared.
The general press did not compare with the specialised
journals in the detail and frequency of reporting of co-
operative progresss but its message reached a much wider
audience than ever achieved by co-operative papers. The press
both relayed comment on co-operation from other sources and
added 1ts own contributions to discussions. Increasingly the

successful northern stores won the plaudits of influential
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liberals whose comments were reported in the newspapers. John
Bright, the Rochdale MP, used the achievements of the town’s
society as part of his arguments in favour of the extension
of the Parliamentary franchise. It was the reading of
newspaper reports of this Commons speech in 18460 which was
credited with the awakening of co-operative interest in
119
Gloucester and Reading. Co-operation was also discussed by
bodies such as the Social Science Association. Reporting of
Lord Brougham’s speech to the 1864 conference in the Times

provided the first introduction to co-operation in localities
120
including Thrapstone, Northamptonshire.
Co-operators were themselves requested to use the press to
publicise their cause, the editor of the Co-operator wrote
We would again urge upon our co-operative friends the

duty of advocating the principles of co-operation more

frequently through the medium of the newspaper and

periodical press.... Short, pithy, telling, letters,
articles, &c ., filled wilth co—-operative facts and
illustrations, will generally, we believe, be readily

accepted and printed by the editors of liberal

newspapers.... JThe use of the pen is daily becoming more
necessary in the conduct of co-operative business, and
121

the advocacy of its principles.
There were also efforts to spread co-operation through a
campaign 1in the general press. This was the means used by
William Watkins during the late fifties and early sixties to

122
promote his National Industrial and Provident Society. His
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serilies of articles ensured that co-operation receilved
attention in one of the most widely circulated papers of the
days Reynolds’s Newspaper. This and other popular Sunday
papers such as Lloyd’s Weekly which also included co-
operative material had, with the abolition of stamp duty in
1856, achieved a working class readership far in excess of
the modest totals of the co-operative press (Fig. 5.7). Given
the large «circulation of the Reynolds’s Newspaper it seems
reasonable to record Watkins’ claim that

Upwards of one hundred societies were established, under

123

our instructions.

The geographical distribution of the sales of the popular
Sunday papers suggests that they may have been a force in the
introduction of co-operation to industrial areas outside the
original northern core. Reynolds’s circulated widely in
industrial Lancashire and Yorkshire, but it also sold well in
the Midland bhosiery districts, GSouth Wales and central
Scotland. Lloyd’s pattern of readership was similar but it

124
also had a larger London circulation. It was 1n South
Wales that there was the clearest evidence of the importance
of Reynolds’s in the introduction of co-operation. It was

recorded as providing the inspiration for the first enduring
Welsh society at Cwmbach in 1859.185 Although this was
organlised as a conventional independent society, Watkins’
National society played an important part in the early
development of Welsh co-operation. Of the eleven recorded

stores extant in South Wales by 1860 seven were affiliated to

the National socilety and others acknowledged a debt to
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Fig. 5.7. Circulation of Llovd's Weekly and Revnolds's Weekly
llewspaper, 1844-90.

Source: Berridge 1978, 253,
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Watkins’” letters in Reynolds’s.

The distribution of branches of the National society
through the country as a whole indicates 1ts role 1n the
development of co-operation in areas of the country where
previous experience was limited (Fig. 5.8). The number of
National <society branches was greatest in southern England.
Although the branches were almost all short lived, even in
his failure Watkins may have exerted a long term influence on
co-operative development. The initial negative experience of
co-operation perhaps retarded the introduction of more
conventional retailing societies 1in parts of England and
South Wales. It is difficult to identify precisely the forces
shaping the distribution of National society branches. It
canmot be that these were the only locations reached by
National society literature, particularly through the
Newspaper. Perhaps while press articles sparked
off interest in areas with a greater established co-operative
presence this led to the foundation of conventional
independent stores rather than 1links with the National
society. Watkins’ scheme was probably most appealing in areas
where there was no alternative local model. It may also have
been the case that the National society made efforts to
introduce societies into districts where co-operation was
weak. The large number of branches 1in London probably
reflected a concentration of promotional activity 1in the

capital which was the headquarters of the society and the

place of residence of its leaders.
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VII

In the period after 1B&0 there was continuilty of both co-
operative development and the publication of printed material
about the movement’s progress. The increasing eccentricities
of the Co-operator, used by Henry Pitman as a vehicle for
others amongst his enthusiasms, notably vegetarianism and the
anti-vaccination campaign, led in 1871 to a confederation of
retail co-operatives organising its replacement as the chief
journalistic voice of the movement by a new weekly paper,; the
Co—-operative News. This 1is still in production today.
Established writings about co-operation continued to be
available; Holyoake’s history of the Rochdale society was
regularly reprinted and extra chapters were added to bring
the narrative upto date. By 1882 the original section dealing
with the period prior to 1857 had reached its ninth edition.
Similar histories were produced for other societies, some
including those dealing with Halifax and Leeds written by

126
Holyoake himself. The volume of co-operative information
circulating in printed form 1increased 1n other ways.
Individual retail societies or district groupings produced
their own local co-operative journals, the earliest being the
1871. The idea spread and by 1878 the combined annual
circulation of the several journals issued by societies at
Banbury, Derby, Coventry, Alderman’s Green, West Smethwick,
127

Hathern and Leilcester was 313,000. Similar publications

were attempted, not always with lasting success by other
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socleties including those at Colchester, Norwich, Ipswich,

128
Worthing, Greenstreet, Leeds, Manchester and Macclesfield.
General local papers also increasingly carried regular
reporting of the affairs of co-operative societies in their
district.

In the furtherance of co-operative development, the 1mpact
made by the sort of printed material outlined immediately
above was rather different in the later decades of the
century from 1its counterparts in the period upto the late
fifties and early sixties. Co-operative material contined to
be read, but 1its function commonly changed. Holyoake’s
history of the Rochdale society, for example, became less a
means of exciting new interest in co-operation and more a
pedagogié tool for the education of those already enrolled 1in
the movement. The number of reports of the first revelatory
awareness of co-operation declined considerably as the idea
of the operation of a retail store, 1if not its successful
practical execution, had already spread widely.

This chapter has outlined the temporal coincidence between
variation in the output of basic information which would
stimulate popular awareness of co-operation and interest in

its practical development in the years upto the eighteen

sixties. Episodes of co-operative growth seem to have been
information led with the success of early societies
attracting further attention and thus increasing the
publicity given to the movement. But consideration of the

material which was the means of creating initial awareness 1is

only the begimnming of any understanding of the geography of
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co-operative development. As Rogers’s model dividing the
process of innovation adoption into a series of stages makes
clear, awareness of the existence of a new idea 1s only a
preliminary to a more complicated process of decision—-making
129
regarding its implementation. Further investigation of the
process involves a more detailed consideration of the
resources of information available to potential adopters. But
we also need to know more about the character of adopters and
of the local arena, the particular place, within which any
decision about the acceptance of an innovation was made. The
full complexities of the decision—making process cannot be
recreated but it is important to attempt to piece together
the limited available evidence. During the latter half of the
nineteenfh century it became increasingly likely that non-
adoption reflected causes other than complete ignorance of
the principles of co-operative storekeeping. The fact that
societies once established experienced varying fortunes 1in
different locations also suggests the need for a broadening
of the analysis if anything like an adequate understanding of

the development of co-operation during the last four decades

of the nineteenth century is to be achieved.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE CIRCULATION OF CO-0OPERATIVE INFORMATION:: PRACTICAL
COMMERCIAL KNOWLEDGE.
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The variety of media which carried co—-aoperative
information and the large circulation which saome of these
achieved make it likely that awareness of the potential for
co-operative success became widespread throughout the country
during the late fifties and early sixties. Indeed 1t must
have been so to produce the distribution of foundations
recorded on Fig. 3.4. Some years later the veteran campaigner
Lloyd Jones considered

that in almost every village and town in the kingdom
there are a few persons who have heard of co-operation,
andlhave a slight notion of what it means. The word '"co-
operation" must have found its way every where through
the press....l
Given discussion 1n the mass-circulation popular press and an
increasing notice in local newspapers as well as in
specifically co-operative sources it is likely that Jones’
judgement was correct not only for 1874 but also for the
period from the early sixtiles onwards.

It follows, therefore, that information which In some
areas excited workers to the rapid development of stores must
elsewhere have produced no tangible result. It 1s clear also
that of the many societies established during the late
fifties and early sixties those in northern England and the

South-East Midlands were generally more successful than

elsewhere. In part this reflected differences 1n local
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economic and soc1ial conditions which shaped the occocpulear
response to co-operation and dictated the ease with which 1t
could be put into practice. These are forces whose
exploration will be attempted in following chapters. However,
the creation of initial awareness does not end the role of
information transfer as a factor influencing the progress of
innovation adoption. The complexities of the flaw of
information and the arrangement in space of 1individual
societies as well as their circumstances of place need to be
further explored.

The 1information element within the process of 1innovation
diffusion encompasses more than its passive receipt by a
potential adopter. In the case of co-gperation the 1initial
small group of enthusiasts in every locality had an active
role to play both in the accumulation of practical
information to enable them actually to operate a store and 1in
the communication of their interest to other workers 1in their
district to ensure capital and custom for the store. Failure
in either respect nullified the impact of the wide ranging

spread of awareness of co-cperation.

Different types of co-operative information were
appraopriately disseminated through particular media and
channels. General information which raised first interest 1in

the 1dea was most widely distributed and often introduced
into areas removed from established concentrations of co-
operatives through printed scurces. These generally presented
argument in favour of co-operation in terms both of the

demonstration of the collective power of the working class to
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effect their own sccial and moral elevation , and 1n a more
directly appealing form which detailed the immediate
benefits. It was suggested that co-operation would lead to

freedom from exploitation by <shopkeepers who overcharged
their customers and sold poor quality or adulterated goods,
members would be freed from debt and have a means of saving.
Ultimately, 1t was sometimes claimed, co—-operatives would
accumulate sufficient capital to finance production for their
stores; working men would themselves become capitalists
signalling the reshaping of the relationship between capital
and 1abour‘.3 Such general points were reinforced by
statistics of the growing sales, membership and capital of
particular societies and the consequent financial benefits
for their members, especially in the form of dividends.q

The widely circulated sources rarely included details of
the means by which the success they documented had been
achieved. Even in an extended account such as Holyoake’s
history of the Rochdale society there 1is only a brief
indication of the process of the establishment of the store
from the assembling and enlarging of the initial group, the
raising of capital through subscriptions, the hiring of
premises and the original meagre stock. The early rules of
the society were quoted but these were more a general
statement of intent than a detailed guide to operations. Nor
did the co-operative press regularly carry information about

the administrative and financial side of storekeeping, being

chiefly filled with more abstract discussion of co—-operative
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principles and reports of the progress of individual stores.
For new societies the lack of practical information did cause
problems. It was reported from King’s Lynn that
the working out of a system of business and management
has been attended with difficulties unknown I should
think, in the nrorthern and midland counties; and
although there 1is a vast store of information in the
pages of the Co-operator, and the various tracts and
books we could lay our hands on, a systematic manual of
advice suitable to an infant society, did not come under
our view.5
It was necessary therefore for groups interested in co-
operation to individually seek out further information both
to confirm the worth of the idea and provide practical
details. This was accomplished by the initiation of personal
contacts, both face to face and postal. These new links
included feedback to the original information source and
links with other parties newly revealed as likely to provide
additional details.

The interactive process of 1information exchange was
probably most easily conducted in areas where there were
already other established societies. The leaders of the
infant co-operative could see for themselves the daily
workings of a store and it was not difficult +to renew
contacts across short distances as fresh queries arose. The
presence of other local co-operatives was also an aid to the

drawing of wider support for a store within a community.

While printed material helped to extend the idea to <mall
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groups of enthusiasts throughout the country 1t was not <o
effective 1in winning the support of the less committed mass
of the population. The local recruitment of popular support
was most likely to follow from personal endorsement of co-
operation either informally amongst neighbouring groups of
workers or within the context of a public meeting. Leaders of
nearby societies were often invited to address such meetings
as part of a programme of propagandism that also 1ncluded
discussion in local newspapers, the distribution of tracts,
bill posting and house—-to—-house canvassing to back up more
informal contacts between workmates and friends.6 Something
of the pattern of information exchange is indicated by Fiqg.
6.1 which maps links between new and existing co-operatives
for the period cl1860-75 as recorded in the press and society
histories. The contacts mapped are only a small proportion of
the interaction that must have taken place during this period
but they do indicate the limited distances over which most
were made. This was particularly true of the concentration of
societies in northern England. Elsewhere the lower density of
co-operative development led to correspondingly longer
distance contacts between neighbours.

The greater distance between societies was itself a
handicap to new growth in southern and Midland England. One
aspect of the success of new co-operative developments from
the late fifties onwards in the North and the South-kEast

Midlands was that, as in Lancashire and Yorkshire, the

industrial communities which provided the base for individual
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societies were clustered together easing the circulation of
detailed information both for the initiation of stores and to
improve the efficiency of their subsequent operation. In
southern England the urban centres which were the location of

early co-operative developments were usually more widely

spaced. The resultant isolation of societies was considered
to be
a great hindrance to the fuller development of co-
cperative progress. From this cause many socileties have

made 1little or no headway while others have been signal
failures.7
A specific instance of such problems was given when 1t was
reported of one Warwickshire society
the. Harbury people had no knowledge of the workings of
the North of England Wholesale Society, or ... in what
manner they could become members of it.... So also ...
as to book keeping. How many societies have failed
through want of knowledge of this most important part of
8
co—-operation...?
The lack of knowledge of particular aspects of business
practice which weakened existing societies might be expected
to have been a greater problem for groups attempting to start
a society away from previous areas of co-operative strength.
A lack of "how to" knowledge perhaps constricted the
extension of co-operation within much narrower bounds than
the geographical extent of awareness of the idea.

Potential co-operators lacking the support and advice of

neighbouring societies were not, of course, completely
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wilithout access to guidance based on the experience of others.
They could draw on a number of sources which were of national
importance. The early publicity given to the Rochdale society
made them a natural target for requests for further advice
and during the fifties and sixties their secretary William
Cooper seems to have maintained a steady correspondence with
co—operative groups and societies throughout the country
advising on the framing of rules and the operations of retail
trade. The society also provided some practical services, for
example, in the supply of business stationery and the
printing of rule books.q Thus as Fig. 6.2 shows the Rochdale
society’s pattern of contacts with other co-operatives (the
figure provides no guide to the number of contacts which
would have been much greater) was quite different from the
majority of those shown on Fig. 6.110 A complete picture of
the flow of co-operative information would 1nvolve the
superimposition of the two patterns as many new societies
with accessible neighbours also contacted Rochdale.

An additional source of information during the eighteen
sixties was the editor of the Co-operator, Henry Pitman. His
activities in support of co-operation were varied 1in form and
geographically wide ranging. It was noted that

Mr. Pitman has devoted the greater part of his time and
income to the cause of co-operation, answering letters
of inquiry (numbering at a low estimate 5,000 per
annum) - editing the Co-operator, - lecturing

throughout the country, - and printing and distributing
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Pochdale Pioneers
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co-operative tracts, dialogues, &c. of which he has
circulated at his own cost during the last six vyears,

11
more than 230,000 copies.

Some 1indication of the geographical range of correspondence
received by Pitman is provided on Fig. 5.6. His activities as
a lecturer can be gauged from the coverage of his travels in
the Co-operator. In the period 1864-71 (these dates are
determined by the availability of data rather than
establishing any limits to Pitman’s work) there were reports
of 170 lectures and visits, involving 140 different societies
(Fig. 6.3). Not surprisingly these were chiefly in the North-
West and Yorkshire - Pitman himself lived in Manchester - but
they do include incursiaons into other areas of the country.
The spatial range of Pltman’s activity distinguished him from
most other lecturers. Even those who advertised their
services 1n the co-operative press — during the mid sixties
the 1list of availlable lecturers carried reqularly in the Co-
cperator comprised one each from Eccles, Manchester and Bury,

three Londoners and a Scot from Barrhead — confined their
12
wark to their home locality. This form of stimulus to

development was thus most available 1n areas where co-

operation was already an established presence.

Access to national sources of information was not,
however, a completely effective substitute for local
experience; making the development and successful long term
operation of individual isolated co-operatives more
difficult. It was virtually impossible to gain guidance that

was both comprehensive and appropriate to different local

321.



Lecturing Engagements and Visits Of Hanry Pitman, 1864-71.

Source: Co-oparator 1864-71.




Circumstances. Advice suitable for a northern industrial town
was not necessarily of equal value in a smaller centre. It
was noted from Crumlin in Monmouthshire
The tracts are very good, but they do not quite meet our
case. The success of the Rochdale stores in a populous
locality, gives rise to hopes that cannot be realised in
13
a country village.
Printed sources and national agencies could set out the
general procedure for the establishment of a store. The

explanation of matters such as book keeping, stocktaking and

the management of the dividend system were of wide relevance

but there were other details that were gecgraphically
specific. One such issue was the best markets in which to
obtain stock. The experience of larger northern stores had

little direct relevance for groups interested in co-operative

development in the rest of the country during the late

fifties and early sixties under the prevailing system of the

wholesale grocery trade which was organised by suppliers in

regional and district centres, each with their own fairly
14

distinct market area.

It was, of course, not impossible for individual
cansumers’ societies successfully to investigate local
suppliers for themselves, but it was not always an easy task.
From Witney it was reported in 1866

There is a difficulty we have met ... which has given us
8 great deal of trouble - viz. the finding of good

13
markets in which to purchase.
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More generally it was reported by the secretary of the Tring
society that co-operatives in the Home Counties were

in difficulties, from not knowing when and where to
16

buy.

This i1issue illustrates the combination of greater practical
difficulties and the lesser availability of information and
advice to deal with them often faced by co-operative groups
away from the main areas of strength. The task of finding
suitable suppliers was much less likely to end in frustration
with an established neighbour as guide. This made it possible
to avoid wholesalers who exploited societies or rebuffed them
completely, often wunder pressure from private traders who
threatened the loss of their custom if co-operatives were
assisted. This was a circumstance of itself less likely to
cccur where there was already a strong co-ocperative body to
exert a countervailing influence on wholesalers. In addition
to steering infant societies towards those dealers most
likely to provide supplies of an acceptable price and quality
in the small guantities initially required some esteblished
co-operatives themselves acted as wholesale 5upp1ier5.l7

Institutional developments within the co—-aoperative
movement during the eighteen sixties and early seventies did
not provide an immediate solution either practical or
advisory to the problems of isolated societies. The earliest
of a series of important federations in which individual
local societies combined to extend the range of co-operative

activity was the North of England Co-aoperative Wholesale

Society of 1863. Although as the CWS this eventually extended
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its operations to cover the whole of England and Wales it was
of little early benefit to the scattered societies of
southern England. They were too far from the original depdt

at Manchester to make dealing practical or financially

18
advantageous given the cost of carriage. While the
development of stores in southern England would have
benefitted from access to co-operative wholesaling the

existing societies were unlikely to be able to organise and
sustain financially such a body themselves. Northern co-
operators were generally unwilling to imperil their own
operations with potentially loss—-making deptts elsewhere in
the country.
Plans for a separate wholesaling association 1n London were

greeted with enthusiasm; it was said that

to these centres we must look as the great means of

making co—-operative stores spring up in places where

19

there are none already.
However , in practice the Metropolitan and Home Counties Co-
operative Purchasing Association founded in 1864 as a
practical offshoot of the propagandist body the London
Association for the Praomotion of Co-ocperation, made little
impact on development in southern England. Its reliance on
the custom of a limited established co-operative body meant
that the Association was itself financially weak and without
the resources either to offer a particularly advantageous

wholesaling service or to engage in sustained propagandism.

It did not have the power to stimulate the cycle of
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cumulative growth that would have produced the strong co-
operative body necessary for its own survival, 1n conseguence
1t ceased trading around 1869.80 It was not until the CWS was
finally prevailed upon to open a London depot in 1874 that
there was a permanent and effective co-operative wholesaler
for south-east England.

The other major federation, the Co-operative Central
Board, later reorganised as the Co-operative Union was
established in 1870 as a more formal body to fulfill and
extend the advisory role earlier performed by the larger
consumers’ societies and the Co-operator. In addition to
dealing with societies” individual problems efforts were made
to extend the range of practical information in printed form.
In 1876 the Central Board reported that i1t was preparing a
Manual of Co-operation and a Handbook of Co-gperative

Accounts as well as framing a set of model rules for
21

societies. Later in the decade the Southern Section of the

for Co-ogperators written largely by

E.V. Neale which covered the moral and economic base aof co-
22

operation and the practical conduct of business. Attempts

were made to give more specific guidance, for example Walter

Morrison prepared a pamphlet for the Board which dealt with

23
Village Co-operative Gtores. However, there were still

problems with the coverage of geographically specific details
and the usefulness of some material was limited by the manner

of its presentation. E.V. Neale’s work while an important

statement of his own Christian Socialist philosophy was
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unfortunately indigestible as a Manual for Co-
24

II

There was a general difficulty in the expansion of co-
operation that, given the local focus of activity and the
independence of individual consumers’ societies, it was often
most difficult to promote and support new co-operatives in
the very areas where there was greatest need. The i1deal of
district level organisation to stimulate development
integrated within an overall countrywide framework as a
caomplement to the work of the national offices of the Co-
operative Union was not widely achieved until fairly late in
the cenfury. In areas of co-operative strength there was
already during the eighteen sixties 1i1interest in the

establishment of bodies to strengthen ties between local

societies and aid the extension of the movement. The
Lancashire and Yorkshire Conference Association was
inevitably the largest of these organisations. Initial

attempts to establish a similar Northern Union of Co-
operative Stores for North-East England wultimately proved
abortive. Amongst its aims in 1862 was the hope that 1t would
act as a centre of communication between all the co-
operative stores in the two counties of Northumberland
and Durham, to revise rulessy suggest modes of keeping
accounts, and to offer suggestions for the formation of
new societies, and generally ... to promote the cause of

23
co-operation in the North of England.
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From the late sixties there were an increasing number of
district associations formed throughout northern England and
26

parts of the Midlands. Amongst their number was the

Alredale and Calder association which originally pledged

itself to
take any necessary steps, by advertising, hiring rocoms
for lecturess; distributing tracts, &c., to spread the

cause of co-operation in those districts where co-
27
operation is yet comparatively unknown.

Although 1t is difficult to judge the scale of any growth
beyond the development that would have occurred in the
absence of special effort, some district bodies did organise
activities, such as the funding of visiting speakersee, which
aided the extension of co-operation, probably more through
the expansion of existing societies than the foundation of
new ones. However, it was also common for plans to be
proposed which were never fulfilled. The leaders of the
Banbury co-operative, 1tself active in campaigns to recruit
membership from surrounding villages, attempted to win
support amongst neighbouring societies for a wider programme
of propagandism. Initial support for the project was not
backed up by financial contributions. The monthly levy of one
penny per member from each society which it was suggested

would enable us to print tracts in hundreds of
thousands, to employ a lecturer throughout the coming
=5

winter....

was not forthcoming.

328.



The establishment of the Central Board offered the
potential for the co-ordination of initiatives by groups of
societies and the means to prompt their extension to cover
the whole of the country. During the course of the eighteen
seventies the Board evolved a three tier structure of
organisation and meetings. The activities of the Central
Board itself ranged nationwide; in addition to organising the
annual natiomal Congress it was an advisory centre for
societies throughout the country. Some indication of the
scale of its operations can be gauged from the statistic that
during the vyear 1875-76 the Board distributed 100,000
tracts.ao National activity was supplemented by the work aof
the GSectional Boards which performed a similar role at the
regional level. These were originally five in number, for
Scotland, the North, North-West, Midlands and South
increasing to six in 1878 with the creation of a Western
section covering south-west England and South Wales; this was
further split 1in 1895 when the counties of the south-west
peninsula became separately ccmstituted.31 The sections were
subdivided 1into districts, some of them based on existing
associations, within which contact was maintained through
regular conferences.

In addition to their r6le as advisors to groups interested
1n establishing societies, Sectional Boards made efforts to
attract notice for co-operation. Routine activity was
arranged to serve propagandist ends - saome of the regular
conferences were held in towns without strong established

32
societies as a means of prompting local interest. There
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were also deliberate attempts to increase the volume of co-
operative information in circulation. Sections produced their
own literature, including efforts by the Western Section to

overcome the suggested barrier that language presented to co-

operative spread in Wales. In the mid eighties they arranged

the translation of leaflets and tracts and organised
33

bilingual speakers for public meetings. The Sections were

the agencies through which some of the subscriptions paid by

consumers’ societies to the Central Board were channelled
into propagandism. Such money was mainly devoted to the
conventional ends of tract and leaflet distribution.aq There
were also some more origimal schemes, including the

suggestion in 1888 that good publicity would be gained by
offering prizes for essays on co-operation at Welsh
eisteddfodau.35 Individual sections also had a limited
involvement with propaganda missions later in the century. In

1891 the Midlands Section reported a three day programme 1in

the Loughborough district and a week’s tour of villages

36
around Louth. Its Western counterpart participated in
propagandism in western Cornwall, also during the early
nineties. Such work met with mixed results, certainly the

latter operation was ineffective in developing co-operation
in one of the few remaining areas where 1t was still largely
37
untested.
The most sustained effort to provide guidance to

prospective co-operators was, however, centred in south-east

England. While i1ndividual societies were generally weak and
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few in number there were also many middle class liberals
sympathetic to the cause resident in the area, especilally 1in
London. These people were active in the organisation of new
propagandism in the final quarter of the century. This
reinforced London’s reputation as a centre of co-operative
ideas and discussion. The capital had a r6le as a centre of
promotional activity 1in southern England that was greater
than its own dismal performance in the development of stores
38
would suggest. This activity was chiefly organised in
parallel with the Southern Sectional Board rather than under
its direct jurisdiction. In 1873 the Committee for the
Organisation of the Southern District was formed to assist
the Sectional Board in its propaganda work.39 From this there
developed in 1877 the Guild of Co-operators. The Guild worked

to co-ordinate the efforts of individuals interested in the

extension of co-operation by establishing local branches

wherever a small group could be assembled. This network was
overseen by a Central Council in London. Although 1its
original constitution envisaged action both to support

existing co—-operatives and to encourage new foundations, the
Guild concentrated on the latter rdle. Thus in 1883 1t was
noted that i1its aid was extended to societies only in their
first vyear, after which any advice was sought from the
40

Sectional Board.

The original aim of the Guild was to ensure the presence
of a co-operative store in all towns in the Southern Section

of 5,000 or more people. Its constitution laid out a

programme which 1ncluded the broaching of the subject 1in
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individual towns through letters to local newspapers offering
the supply of more detailed information and the business and
propaganda services of the Guild.l‘\1 Its report for 1879 noted
that a letter had been prepared for circulation to 300 local
newspapers in southern England.qe The Guild also sought
contacts with established groups including working men’s
clubs,; trade and friendly societies as potential nucleii for
the development of co-operatives.

In later years the Guild financed missionary tours aimed
to draw public attention to co-operation in areas where 1t
had 1little established presence. In 1884 i1ts Oxford branch
supported a three week tour of Berkshire, Buckinghamshire and
Hertfordshire.43 In 1887 a mission was organised to
Bedfordshire, Norfolk and Suffolk, and a pair of missionaries
toured the outer London suburbs. In both years new societies
were formed in several of the locations where meetings were
held. However, the report of the eight week tour of East
Anglia conceded that the immediate reaction had not been
marked; nor was there any real change in the subsequent rate

44
of foundations.

The work of the Guild in funding general propaganda and
advising specific societies was not a complete answer to the
difficulties of co-operative development in southern England.
There were practical problems, those of the operation of a
store in a hostile social and commercial environment, that

were not easily overcome. But in providing publicity and

advice the Guild did somewhat smooth the path of development.
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Any assessment of the Guild’s role is difficult for 1t 1s
impossible to judge the extent to which co-operation would
have grown without any promotional activity. It does seem
likely, however, that the impact of the Guild was reflected
in the renewed wave of society foundations (Table 3.2) and an
increase in the pace of recruitment of members (Fig. 4.95C).
Many of the societies founded in the south-east of England
from the late seventies to the mid nineties, when the Guild
was dissolved, received its assistance. Its final report of
1893 noted involvement with 150 societies, 110 of which were
43
sti1ll extant at the time. In addition co—-operative
membership grew faster during the period 1881-1901 in the
South-kEast and East/East Anglia regions than it did in areas
beyond fhe Guild’s influence where co-operation was also
relatively weak: the West Midlands, the South-West and
46

Wales.

The work of the Guild and indeed propaganda activities in
other Section547 do, however , make clear that the
availability of information on a wide range of issues
concerning cao-operative trading did not guarantee immediate
action. In 1879 the Guild reported steps to introduce co-
operative ideas to eight of the larger towns in south-east
England, in none of these was any society registered befaore
1884 and in Chatham and Ramsgate foundation was as late as
1890.48 Nor was the success of all new societies guaranteed.
In London the presence of the Guild did not produce a

significant reduction in the high rate of society failures

(Table 3.3).
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111

That the sustained propagandism of the Guild of Co-
operators was largely the product of middle class initiative
was consistent with the ambivalence felt by many consumers’
societies towards promotional activity. Other efforts to
extend co-operation to new areas involved groups and
individuals outside the main co-operative body rather than
attracting the support of existing societies. This was true
of rural areas. The more liberal clergy and gentry, and
agricultural trades unions were responsible for the
initiation of many of the co-operatives in country districts.
Indeed while most individuals confined their activities to
the single community where they had their residence a few
were especlally active in attempting to spread co-operation
over a wider district. The enthusiasm of the Cumberland
landowner William Lawson included efforts during the mid
eighteen sixties to turn part of his estate over to co-
operative agriculture and propagandism in favour of
storekeeping involving meetings in at least twenty towns and
villages in the county. Societies were subsequently
established in six of these locations, but it 1s unclear

4

whether Lawson had any direct hand in their foundation. 7

Agricultural workers were regarded as potential supporters
of co-operation but unlikely of themselves to start
societies. This, it was suggested, reflected both their
limited contact with general infermation sources, including
newspapers, and the lack of the organisational abilities

20
necessary to run a store successfully. Such handicaps were
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not shared by those who often took the lead in establishing
rural stores. Individual members of the clergy and gentry had
a higher degree of personal mobility than the vast majority
of their neighboursSI, a wider compass of personal contacts
probably including an extensive range of postal communication

and a ready access to printed material. This contrast

illustrates the general tendency within a population for

class based differences in access to information. Moreover,
they had the time, education and finances to enable a
practical experiment; resources not commonly shared by

agricultural labourers. Even where initiative came from other
sources the support of local clergy and gentry was often
canvassed by rural societies hoping for help with capital and
premises, and guidance in the complexities of storekeeping.
An alternative agency for the development of rural co-
operative retailing during the early seventies was the
agricultural trades wunions which flourished during these
years of prosperity. Indeed they were mentioned by Lloyd
Jones as a possible force for the spread of co-operative
information in a proposed plan of rural propagandism to be
sponsored by the CNS.SE Prominent was the National
Aéricultural Labourers Union (NALU) led by Joseph Arch which
discussed the benefits of co-operation at 1its inaugural
meeting in May 18'78.5:3 Arch himself supported the spread of
stores and sent copies of co-operative rules to local groups
24

of his members. Agricultural trades unions seem to have

been particularly active in establishing co-operatives in
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Lincolnshire. Branches of NALU and the Amalgamated Labour
League formed several societies during the period 1873-76
o b
(Fig. 3.7) There were also stores founded, chiefly 1n
Herefordshire and Shropshire, under the auspices of the West
56

of England Agricultural Labourers Association. However,
like many of the advances of wages achieved by the
agricultural wunions and their own mass memberships, the
stores invariably failed to survive the economic downturn
later in the seventies.

The geographical distribution of rural co-operatives

reflected the role of landowner and clerical patronage and

agricultural trades unions in the formation of many of them.

Stores were most common in those counties, chiefly in the
Midlands and east, where agricultural trades unionism was
strongest. The pattern of union strength i1tself reflected

agricultural and social conditions being often a reaction
against a system dominated by large farms and a relatively
small class of substantial farmers and landowners. But such a
system and thus such areas were also those in which an
alternative socurce of co-operative inspiration was best
developed. The presence of a rural elite provided 1in some
instances patronage for co-operation.

There was no general enthusiasm amongst more mainstream
co-operators for such efforts to extend the movement into

o7

rural areas. Some individual societies showed the success
that concerted propagandism could have even in areas regarded
as unfavourable for co-operative development. Attention was

o8
attracted by the work of the Banbury society and later
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those at Lincoln and Ipswich but this was in itself an
indication of the novelty of such efforts. A suggestion made
in 1874 that the CWS should organise the circulation of a
simple fly sheet explaining the advantages and practicalities
of co-operation produced ro result. Indeed a corollary of the
structure of the movement with societies malintaining an often
fierce independence, was a limited interest in wider
developments and often a suspicion of proposals that were
seen to be replacing the natural process of the development
of societies through local initiative. Suggestions of the
national organisation of propagandism to reinforce co-
operation in areas where 1t was weakest consequently met with

li1ttle response.

v

Appeals for funds for co-ordinated propaganda made in the
co-operative press from the eighteen sixties onwards led anly
to isolated small-scale experiments.S9 One such was the
walking tour made by the London co-operator D.P. Foxwell from
the capital to Manchester in 18é6. Throughout his journey he
distributed tractss but most of his meetings were held in
assoclation with existing societies and thus his efforts were
most apparent 1in areas where co-operation was already in
operation. Foxwell reflected on the inadequacy of his own
efforts in relation to the task of overcoming

the distrust and apathy amongst working men.

There was a need he concluded for
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great missionary effort. At least 100 suitable lecturers
are wanted to spread information on the subject of co-
cperation.... LWlithout the aid of the Press and the
Platform, co-operation will continue to peddle on in its
present form, thus giving encouragement to the faithless
and apathetic to smoke their pipes and say — co-
&0

operation will never do.

Foxwell was not alone in his advocacy of nationally
organised propaganda. At the first national Congress of 1869
there were similar calls, particularly from the veteran
William Pare whose involvement with co-operation dated back
to the Owenite period when plans for a national missionary
system had been made (Chapter Five). Pare called for the
formatioﬁ of a British and Foreign Co-operative League as an
advisory centre for new and established consumers’ societies,
to disseminate model rules, to arrange annual congresses and
to employ a staff of travelling lecturers.él Some of these
functions were taken up by the Co-operative Central Board but
this body was never granted sufficient funds to retain a
staff of lecturers. As an alternative i1t was suggested in
1876 that local activity should be co-ordinated more
effectively through a series of lodges allied to a Co-
operative Propagandist Society. As critics pointed out this
would do little to aid the development of co-operation in new
areas; it was in precisely in those districts where local
lodges were most needed to counteract prevailing apathy that
it would be most difficult to find men to establish them. The

62
plan was still born.
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In 1876 the lack of positive action to develop a scheme of
national propagandism drew the tart comment

from the amount of talk which has been expended upaon 1t,

we ought to have had at the present one of the most

effective organisations for propaganda to be found 1n

the country. But the fact is, that, 1in comparison with

other movements, whose objects are more utopian and

impracticable, ours in this respect 1s sadly
63
deficient....

Invariably it was financial limitations and the unwillingness
of societies to subscribe even a small proportion of their
OWTl often substantial local funds for any collective
activity that formed the barrier between talk of co-operative
propaganda that was a regular feature of conferences and
congresses; and practical moves. Discussion at the 1883
Congress reflected the problems encountered by enthusiasts
for more active campaigning. Even the relatively modest
proposal that two paid agents be appointed to aid the
development of societies in the larger towns brought no
response. As the proposer of the scheme conceded
It will be said that this is a new departure, and will
cause a very considerable increase 1in the expenditure. I
admit that, judging from the revenue of past vyears,
there are no surplus funds wherewith to meet this extra
charge, viz. salaries and other necessary expenses of
b4

the proposed agents....

Calls for co-operative propagandism reflected a need both

339.



to provide vyoung societies with practical advice and to
overcome the negative attitudes of many workers which were
seen as a major barrier between the spread of awareness of
the idea and its widespread adoption. Some enthusiasts felt
hostility towards co-operation was merely a reflection of
inadequate understanding of the subject. In 1B&7 1t was

reported from Lambeth

The ignorance which prevails here respecting co-

operation is really surprising. There is a kind of

prejudice against 1t, and I find that those who are

unfavourable to 1t, really know nothing about it, only
&5

by hearsay.

The message was similar nearly twenty years later at the 1883

Congress when one speaker answered his own question
Why so much indifference to a movement so full of
blessings? I answer, ignorance of what we aim at, and
how we seek it.... They [working menl do not understand
the principle and equity which rules and guides our co-
operative enterprise.... Some of the sages assert that,
viewed as a commercial undertaking, 1t is unsafe,
because it is managed and controlled by working men who
are without experience. 0Others, agains, hint that it 1is
only those of the inner circle who profit. The rank and
file have to make sacrifices in the quality of goods for
the dividend they receive, while some of the more

penetrating have discovered that co—-operation has
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something in common with that socialiem which 1s causing

so much turmoi1l among continental nations at the

present moment. I mention these examples to show that

many of the elite of the working classes view our co-
66

operative movement with jaundiced eyes....

While some views of co-operation were based on
misconceptions of its true nature and probably reflected only
the slightest acquaintance with its practical operations,
negative perceptions also arose from an all too close
association with previous failures. While a minority were
inspired with sufficient faith in co-operative principles to
weather the setback of the failure of a particular society -
as Crossick notes the same names recur as leading the various
co—operatives involved in the cycle of foundation and

&7
collapse 1n London — the more likely reaction amongst the
mass of the membership was disillusionment with the idea. The
failure of a society, especially if invelving financial loss
to its members, wusually of accumulated savingss; made efforts
at subsequent refoundations more difficult. It was noted that
When these things occur 1t shakes and weakens the
confidence of the working classes in each other, and
they lose faith in the very movement that is destined to
68
confer a great boon on warking men.
The collapse of a particular society could turn opinion
against co-operation over a wider area for
everyone knows how prejudicially a failure operates
69

against every other society in the district.

In Sheffield the collapse of one of the three stores in the
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town during the early sixties seems to have brought the other
70

two down 1n 1ts wake a circumstance very nearly repeated

in Liverpool. The failure of two societies 1n the city 1n

1863 and 18635 "had a mischevious effect" on the fortunes of

the remaining Liverpocol Provident society which suffered a

fall in membership and sales that was not reversed during
71
the nineteenth century.

Failures not only affected the fortunes of other extant
societies but also slowed the pace of or totally discouraged
new developments. In north-east England, one of the strongest
areas of co-operation during the last decades of the century,
there was little development between the mid forties and the
late fifties, despite a periocd of propagandism by the
Christian Socialists. Co-operation was not unknocwn in the
district, but many held negative perceptions of 1t. In 1845
it was reported

the very word "co-operative'" has something ominous in 1t
to the ears of the inhabitants of this district....
Within the last three years co-gperative stores had been
established under the most favourable auspices at
Newcastle, Sunderland, and [Northl Shields, but owing to
the incompetency and dishonesty of the parties
entrusted with the management [theyl have failed, and
some who had had shares for which they paid £30 have not
72
received a single farthing of their money.

Such attitudes underlay the lack of working class 1initiative

to develop co-operation locally in the following years.
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Indeed even the reintroduction of co-operation from the late
fifties onwards, initially prompted by the enthusiasm of the
middle class radical Joseph Cowen JInr., was slowed by
memories of past failures. The early leaders at Sunderland
found that local people

having long ago tasted the disadvantages of bad co-

operation were sceptical of any good which might be

done.
Indeed co-operative stores were branded as "swindling
concerns” and an initial year spent campaigning to enroll
members produced a modest total of twenty four recruits.73 It

was only once the first societies had shown themselves to be
a practical success that it became easier to attract a wider
membership. In other areas of the country, particularly 1in
sguthern England and the West Midlands negative perceptions
of co-operation were probably slower to change as there was
little countervailing evidence of local success. In some
cases failure 1led to co-operation lying 1in abeyance for
several decades. Again reintroduction may have owed something
to the gstimulation of middle class enthusiasts channelled
through the Guild of Co-operators. Where there were repeated
efforts to establish societies the task of capturing public
confidence became more difficult. An expectation, based on
the past record of co-operation, that a store would fail
tended to limit participation in its operations making 1t all
the harder for societies to become established.

Different perceptions of the value of co-operation helped

to reinforce variation in the degree of success the movement
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achieved both geographically and between different types of
community. Conditions were not equally favourable for 1ts
progress in all areas, and as will be later detailed 1ts

greatest csuccesses were achieved under fairly well defined

economic and social conditions. But the experience of
individual societies shows that given commitment and
enterprise stores could prosper in circumstances quite

different from those of the northern industrial communities
with which co-operation has been most identified. The leaders
of the Banbury society, for example, were proud that their
success confounded the doubters who asserted

that artisans can do these things but that agricultural

74

labQurerS cannot.

That such stores remained relatively 1isolated 1individuals

reflected partly the power of popular opinion that co-

cperation was appropriate only under certain conditions,

discouraging more widespread experimentation with 1ts

development. Working class experience was strongly rooted
73

within 1ts own local arena and there were very real

perceptions of the difference between the various parts of
the country. At the most basic level there was seen to be a
marked contrast between northern and southern England, or as
it can also be expressed between the districts of recent
76
industrial development and the remainder of the country.
The economic base was quite manifestly different 1in the two
areass so consequently were social relations and, it was

77
perceived, the very character of working men. Against such

344.



a background the indifferent performance of many of the early
societies in southern England can only have had a dampening
effect on any thoughts of further activity, reinforcing the
view of co-operation as a

78
northern chimera impossible to carry out in the south.

IV
Doubts about co-operation reflected not only 1ts own
rather chequered record but also deliberate attempts to
influence public opinion against it by those whose interests
it threatened. Opposition rested on co—-operation’s
association; recalled even late in the nineteenth century,
with the socialism and irreligion of Owenism and the
political activism of Chartism as well as with its r8le in
retailing. The wider associations of co-operation certainly
coloured opinion of existing societies; from Hucknall Torkard
in 1877 it was reported that church 1leaders opposed co-
operative expenditure on education fearing that it would
be very likely to lead to the advocation of a system of
socialism which had for its object the overthrow of
79
religion.
Similar identification of co-operation with particular
political and religious ideas by 1its opponents may well have
80
discouraged its expansion. Certainly they were ties of
which co-operation was anxious to divest itself in the second

half of the nineteenth century. As the Manchester co-operator

J.C. Edwards told a meeting at Chester in 1861
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Much had been said about co-operation; its opponents, he

thought, had somewhat misrepresented it, though perhaps

not wilfully. Many thought it was a scheme of

spoilations - that it was communism in the Owenite sence
81

of the word. It was nothing of the kind.

Co-operative developments were alco discouraged by some
employers not because of any clearly defined associations
with radical views, but because of a fear that they marked
the beginnings of working class 1initiative and self-
assertiveness that would be extended to other areas,
including protests over wages and working conditions. GSome
feared,; it was suggested, any creation which would

raise men to regard themselves as rather better than
_ 82
hewers of wood and drawers of water.
The capacity for saving and thrift which were amongst the
chief attractions of co-operation for many middle <class
sympathisers were an anathema to some employers. During the
eighteen forties one South Wales coalowner justified his

animosity towards provident institutions by explaining that

they had the effect of

arming the men against myself, and enabling them to
strike for wages. I want them to spend their wages and
83
not hoard them.
It was sometimes only gradually that more enlightened
attitudes cspread later in the century. Thus employers

cometimes attempted to influence their workers against co-
operation through the spreading of misinformation and by

direct obstruction and sanctions, including threats of

346.



dismissal against men who organised or joined socileties.

The chief agents of the dissemination of material hostile
to co—-operation were, however, private traders whose
interests were directly threatened. Co-operation was attacked
not merely as additional competition for private shopkeepers
but as an attempt by those already employed in other fields
to deprive traders of their livelihood.eL+ Like the
enthusiasts for the movement private traders made use of

local newspapers to present their views to the public and

they also distributed their own anti-co-operative tracts and

83
bills. These laid particular emphasis on co-operative
failures, sometimes spreading news of the collapse of
individual societies over long distances. It was reported

that

When it became known in the town that a co-operative

store was about being started ... the tradesmen
published several letters in the local papers, stating
that such a thing was not required in Brecon, whatever

it might be in other places;, and adding that if started
it would not stand a months; or three months at the
furthest.... They showed that a similar society 1in
Liverpool was about to go through the bankruptcy
86
court....
Shopkeepers also spread misinformation about the workings of
the co-operative system which must have helped to create a

distorted view of the movement. Allegations were made about

the dividend system, the price and quality of goods and the
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87
appropriation of profits by leading socciety members. Thus

it was claimed that co-operation was
honey-combed with corruption and tottering towards its
88
fall.
In the face of increasing co-operative success, especially
the extension of the range of goods away from the staples of

grocery into the expanding and more profitable markets in

consumer goods, private traders became more strident in their

opposition. The most organised anti-co-operative effort was
launched from St. Helens during the early vyears of the
present century. The town’s Traders’ Defence Association was
founded

To educate the public by means of lectures, literature,

etc., in respect of the injurious effects of co-
operative stores on the private trade of the
89

country....

The campaign spread briefly to other centres where co-
operation took a significant share of retail trade, but 1ts
long term effects were negligible.qo In a8 sense this activity
was a measure of the past failure of shopkeepers to counter
co~-operatives. It seems likely that less publicised and less
co—-ordinated local action against young or prospective
societies was more effective 1in blocking the path of co-
operation throughout the second half of the century 1n areas
where the movement failed to gain an early toehold.

Som; workers, whether independently or under the i1nfluence

of the propagandism of private traders, themselves judged co-

operatives to be unattractive as retailers. This was so even
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in Lancashire where leaders of cotton workers trades unions
commented on co-operation in their evidence to the 1892 Royal
Commission on Labour. Its advantages were claimed to be
limited by the prices charged, for
there are many articles vyou can get cheaper off
individual tradesmen than you get at a store.
There was also resistance to a feeling of pressure to

restrict purchasing to the store

It is this feeling of purchasing at one place. People
always prefer to have a choice of places. I think it 1s
91

that which keeps the co-operative societies backward.
Other workers, particularly artisanal producers, shared the
shopkeepers’ hostility towards co-operation as a threat to
their livelihood. During the depression of the mid eighteen
eighties 1t was not the general state of the economy, nor
changes 1i1n the organisation of his own trade that most
concerned the Farnworth area secretary of the Amalgamated
Society of Boot and Shoemakers. Instead he asserted
1t 1s the co-operatives that has ruilned our trade, and
not here alone, but all over Lancashire and VYorkshire,
and not in our trade alone, but every other trade and
business. Shoemaking i1s nearly dead to the skilled hands
all through the co-operatives.... The tailors is worse
fixed than we are. Hatters are completely driven out of
the district. Grocers and provision dealers are in a bad
way at present.... [(Elvery business that the co-

operatives are in the same trade is depressed, and still
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they charge maore for their groceries and draperies than

any other shop. In men’s best boots the co-operative
charges 1s.6d. to &2s. more thanm any other shop in
Farnworth; this 1s how they are able to pay 3s. 1m the

pound [dividend], and spoil the whole trade of the
country. The co-operatives 1is the cause of the
@2
depression and nothing else....
Such views appear rather extreme, not to say eccentric, and
the available evidence on co-operative prices suggests that
the censure of these several individuals may not have been
@3
wholly justified. They do illustrate, however, that not all

workers were enamoured of the practical results of co-

operative trade.

Vv
Few workers were as strident as the Farnwarth shoe maker
in their attitudes towards co-operation. Disinterest, a
failure of initial awareness to prompt any subsequent
information search, rather than opposition was generally mare
restrictive of co-operative expansiaon. The local reaction to

the introduction of new information reflected not only its

content - the description of the idea in principle and, as
has been stressed here, of the means of i1ts execution in
practice - but also the context of the act i1tself and the

character of the community in which the recipients were
located. In some instances opinion was prejudiced against co-
operation by the manner of its initiation. It has been

suggested generally that inter—-personsal communication
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between near peers has greater persuasive power to encourage
adoption than the more neutral presentation in printed
sources and the mass media. Some personal sources were,
however, too removed from the potential adopters in terms of
experience,9 class or geographical distance to engender
4
conviction. In the present case such a handicap may have
been suffered by the Christian Socialists and the plans of
aristocratic and clerical patrons to introduce co-operation
amongst rural workers sometimes foundered on the suspicion
felt of schemes devised by individuals who were in but not of
&3

a village community.

Indeed the spread of co-operation was a process influenced
by a number of interacting relationships between information
content and sources, and the individual character and socio-
economic context of recipients. Even the introduction of a
new idea by the most sympathetic of sources did not guarantee
its adoption. Its content may not have been seen as
immediately appropriate to local circumstances. There were
very few locations where the idea of co-operative trading was
completely irrelevanti while the degree of home production
and barter might vary, in most areas at least part of the
food supply was obtained through retail trade. Interest in
co-operation would have varied, however, with the importance
and state of retail trade and conditions in other spheres
into which popular initiative was channelled. In some

instances co-operation was crowded out by other 1i1ssues seen

to be of more immediate importance or effectiveness - an
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instance of this has been seen already in the outline of co-
cperative development given in Chapter Two 1llustrating a
degree of alternation in the fortunes of co—-operative and
political reformism.

The relevance of an idea to a particular community or
individual was a reflection not only of 1its perceived
usefulness but also of the power of potential adopters to put
1t into practice. Much of the recent debate concerning the
methodology of geographical diffusion studies, prompted
largely by work focussing on developments in the contemporary
Third World, has hinged on the patterning of adoption by

Q6
existing structures of social and economic power. In the
case of co-operation there was not the same competition
between 'groups for economic advantage in the sequence of
adoption or through the restriction of its currency. Groups
of workers were interested only in the supply of their own
local area; amongst individuals length of membership made no
difference to the benefits obtained from a society. Where co-
operation brought members of different classes into
opposition the issue was not one of advantage in the sequence
of adoption but a desire to curtail its spread completely by
those, especially private traders; who felt their existing
interests to be threatened by a new form of competition.
There was, however, variation within the working class in the
endowment of resources required for co-operative <success;
these were partly financial but perhaps more important were

the human resources of social spirit and organisational

ability.
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To place too much stress on the character of potential
adopters in 1isolation is unhelpful. The speed with which
individuals respond to the aquisition of knowledge has been
found to be related to socio—-economic status, personality

Q7
varlables and communications behaviour but a more complete

exploration of the diffusion process needs to include an

examination of the system which produced the differences 1in

these variables and any mechanisms for their change. Thus it
is insufficient, for example, to note the apathy amongst
rural workers during the nineteenth century to which

contemporaries attributed the lack of widespread development
of co-operative and kindred social movements making
agricultqral labourers
the most unlikely «class in the community to adopt
98
anything new.
It is also necessary to consider those aspects of rural

economy and society which caused both material barriers to

co-operative development and restricted the growth of any

desire to exert pressure for change. In the latter respect
the association of co-operation with the expansion of
agricultural trades unions, themselves often the result of

initiative ocutside the farming population, is interesting.
The logic of this argument is the need for a complementary
analysis of the pattern and process of the spread of co-
operation which focusses more directly on the other of the
two groups of interacting variables whose existence was

outlined earlier. The manner and pattern of information flow
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1s itself a reflection of the wider structures of the society
in which the process of transfer is taking place: the power
and resources accorded to particular classes within that
society and the presence and change of any restrictions, such
as stamp duty on newspapers, which limited the power of
certain groups to disseminate their views. However, the
introduction of information gives only the potential for
inmovation adoption. The geography of co-operative growth was
a product of the interaction of variations in the ease of
practical execution of co-operation and the informational
resources available locally to deal with the problems of
storekeeping. Chapters Five and Six have focussed aon the
transfer of information and the location of societies in
space, vsuggesting in particular the difficulties of
development of isolated co-operative societies. The extent to
which co-operative success was realised was, however, also a
product of local social and economic circumstances - the
place specific character of the individual communities in

which potential adopters were located.
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NOTES

CN 8 Aug. 1874.

See for example the comments of William Butler of the
Sutton—-in-Ashfield society who considered co-operation
to be the only means of emancipating the working class

from '"degradation, poverty and crime'": Co-op.

13 Aug.
1866.

The common reality of production by co-operative bodies
was, however, rather different being little
distinguished from the operations of conventional
joint-stock companies.

E.gﬂ Holyoake 1882, 41-43.

Co-op. 15 Aug. 1867.

See the description in Sunderland Co-operative Society

1863, and that of activity at Middlesbrough in Co-op. 1

Sept. 1866; also the general comments of William
Marcroft: Co-op. Oct. 1863.

CN 9 Nov. 1872.

Co-op. 11 Sept. 1869.

The collection of society rules from the 1860s i1n the
PRO (FS 8) includes a number that were printed by
Cooper: Great Ayton, Cradley Heath, Bridgnorth, Eston,
South Narwood, Dartford, Brownhills, the West London
Friendly of Kensington and the Eagle society of Gt.

George’s East.

355.



10.

11.

12.

13.

14,

13.

16.

17.

It 1s interesting that one of the longer links shown on
Fig. 6.1, that between Queenshead and Coventry was also
a reflection of the circulation of published material,
specifically an article about the success of the former

society in Reynolds’s Newspaper: Co-op. Sept. 1861.

Co-op. 13 Oct. 1865.
Holyoake 1882, 43 notes members of the Rochdale society
travelling within a thirty mile radius to address groups
interested 1in co-operation. Some, however, must have
gone further for in December 18460 it was noted that the
Wolverhampton society received a deputation from
Rochdale: Co-op. Dec. 1B8&0.
15 Aug. 1866.
There were exceptions to the regional pattern of
supplys goods including tea, coffee, sugar and rice were
regularly obtained from merchants i1n the larger centres
to which they were originally imported, principally
London, Liverpool, Bristol and Glasgow. During the
sixties and seventies certain firms began to develop a

wider market for their branded goods including soap,

biscuits and cocoa.

i

o-op. 1 Mar. 1866.

10

o-op. 15 June 1867.
The co-operative at Bowling 0ld Lane (1861) receilved
its first goods from the Great Horton and Bradford
Provident societies; Wilsden (1863) was originally

stocked by the Queensbury society. The newly independent

store at Barkisland (1864) continued to purchase stock
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18.

19.

20.

21l.

ca.

23.

24,

25.

26.

27.

from 1i1ts former parent in Huddersfield. Some larger
southern societies later came to supply less well
established neighbours; the Gloucester co-operative
performed this service for those at Corse, Lydbrook and
Wotton-under—-Edge: Bennett and Baldwinl1111,323; Wilsden
Industrial Co-operative Society Ltd. 19135 Balmforth
1ﬂO£S}Gloucestershire Record Office D27534 1/3 & 1/7.

See far example comments from Witney, Highbridge and
Shepton Mallet: Co-op. 1 Mar. 1866, 12 June 1869, 15
Aug. 1865.

E.V. Neale in Co-op. June 186&4.

Redfern 1913, B85.

Co—qperative Union 1876, 54.

Co-operative Union 1879, &7.

Morrison 1877.

Backstrom 1974, 133.

Tyne and Wear Archives Department 634/B41.

Reports in the Co-operator and Co-operative News for the
period 186%9-74 show regional conferences in the North-
East, West Midlands, West Country and South Wales,
county meetings in Lancashire, Yorkshire, Cumberland,
Cheshire, Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire, and local
assemblies for Airedale and Calderdale, Rossendale,
South Lancashires; the areas around Rotherham, Dewsbury

and Hebden Bridge.

Co-op. 24 Sept. 1870.
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c8.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

For example the Rotherham District Association engaged
William Bunton of Banbury as a lecturer: Co-op. 11 Dec.
1869, 12 Mar. 1870.
Co-op. 11 Sept. 18B69.
Co-operative Union 1876, 52.
Bonner 1970, 82, 116.
This did rnot always produce the positive results hoped
for as the Midland Section found 1in Birmingham and
their Western counterparts in Bristol: CN 14 Apr. 1877,
29 Apr. 1876.
Co-operative Union 1885, 36; CN 14 Jan. 1888. It seems
likely that the Welsh language did not present such a
barrier to co-operation as some contemporaries thought.
Co-operative weakness in Wales was general and not
confined to those areas where the Welsh language
predominated. Within the South Wales coalfield there was
little suggestion that co-operation enjoyed greater
success in the more easterly valleys most subject to
English influence.
E.g. CN 28 Apr. 1888.
CN 6 Oct. 1888.
Co-operative Union 1891, 357.
Co-operative Union 1893, 70. See Figs. 3.10 and 3.11.
See Holyoake 1879 199-200:
London has started more co-operative societies and
projects than any city ten times told. If 1t has
not succeeded with them, it has enabled others to

do so. It may be held that it has had a real co-
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39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44,

43.

46.

operative enthusiasm and enterprise.... It 1s the
tendency of the metropolis to think more of
disseminating true ideas than to profit by them.
CN 9@ May 1874.
Guild of Co-operators 1877, Co-operative Union 1885, 73.
Guild of Co—-operators 1877.
Co—-operative Union 1879, B84.
Co—-operative Union 1884, 76.
Co—-operative Union 1887, 75.
Brown 1928, 87. O0Overall there were more than 300
societies formed in the Metropolitan, South—-East and
Fast/East Anglia regions in the period 1877-96.
Any contrasts should not, of course, be attributed to
the activities of the Guild alone; as subsequent
discussion shows underlying differences in the social
and economic character of particular locations
influenced the course of co-operative progress. The
upturn of foundations 1n the final decades of the
century should also be related to temporal variations in
the health of the wider economy. The Guild’s
establishment coincided with a period of general
depression and the subsequent proliferation of new
societies may have been as much a response to the
improved state of the economy as to co—-operative
propagandism. It seems likely, however, that the efforts
of the Guild helped to sustain this higher foundation

rate 1n the following years.
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47.

48.

49 .

20.

31.

a2.

33.

24.

23.

36.

7.

Hopes of the extension of the Guild system to other
areas of the country were not fulfilled, the only result
being the formation of a rather ineffective body in the
Western Section in 1885: Co-operative Union 1885, 80.
Co-operative Union 1879, 82.

Lawson et al 1875; Co-op. 1 May 1866, 13 May 1866, 1

Jan. 1867.

EN 8 June 1872; Co-operative Union 1879, 45.

The study of working class marriage patterns by Perry
1969 indicates the predominance of short distance
contacts of less than five miles in the years upto the
mid eighteen eighties.

EN 8 Aug. 1874.

Speakers included the Hon. and Rev. J.W. Leigh of
Stoneleigh, one of the leading clerical and titled
enthusiasts for rural co-operation, who had helped
establish the store in his own Warwickshire village and
John Butcher, secretary of the Banbury co-operative: CN
8 June 1872; Banbury Co-operative Record June 1872, July
1872.

Including Hinton Martell, Dorset: Horn 1971, 39.

Russell 1936.

CN 16 Nov. 1872, 23 Nov. 1872, 19 Dec. 1874.

This was despite the publication in the co-operative
press of «calls for a general missionary effort 1in
agricultural districts. One such came from Frederick

Wilson who had himself aided the establishment of

several Warwickshire societies including those at Priors
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o8.

29.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64,

65.

bb.

67.

&8.

Marston, Southam, Emscote, Wellesbourne, Stoneleigh,
Warwick, Harbury and Leamington: Co-op. Jan. 1862, Oct.
1862, 27 Feb. 1869, 29 May 1869; CN 11 May 1872, & Oct.
1877.

The Banbury society was by the late sixties holding
recruitment meetings in surrounding villages. They
circulated 1large amounts of printed material including

tracts. 30-40,000 of the latter had been printed by

1870. In 1871 a monthly local journal, the Banbury Co-

11 Apr. 1868.

Co-op. 15 Aug. 1866.
Co—-operative Congress 1869. The 1nfluence of the
campaigning example of the temperance movement 1s

apparent from the name Pare gave to his projected body.
Other advocates of co-operative propagandism invoked the
success achieved by the Methodists: CN 3 Apr. 1875, 17
Aug. 1878.

Co-operative Union 1876, 33.

CN 6 May 1876.

Co-operative Union 1883, 595.

Co-op. 13 Nov. 18&7.
Co~-operative Union 1883, 55.
Crossick 1978, 1466-68.

CN 29 Apr. 1876.
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69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

74.

73.

76.

77.

78.

79.

10
10
il
10
[0
I

11 Sept. 1869.
Co-op. 22 May 1Bé69.

Co-op. Sept 18633 Brown 1930, 58-462. The membership of
the Liverpool Provident fell from 3,154 to 2,078 during
1864 with a further loss to 924 by the end of 1867.
Decline continued at a rather slower pace until final

liquidation in 189%9: P.P. 1864 XXXIII; P.P. 1863 XXX;

P.P. 1867-68 XL; P.P. 1200 LXXXI.

Sunderland Co-operative Society 1863, 3.

See Crossick 1978, Jackson 1968, and Clarke et al 1979
on the fragmentation of working class experience and
culfure by geographical and other variables.

The appreciation in contemporary literature of the

existence of this divide is clear from the very title of

Mrs. Gaskell’s North and South and similar contrasts
were seen by other novelists. Popular recognition of
regional differences was reflected in periodicals,

including the reports of the opinions of 1individual
workers who repeated the view of a north-south divide. A
relevant recent study is Dellheim 1986.

E.g. Co-op. 19 June 1869 which claimed that co-

operative success in Lancashire and VYorkshire was

"caused chiefly by the vastly greater fitness of the

men'" who were "made of the real grit".

0
in]

—op. 1 Mar. 1866.

i0

N 28 July 1877.
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80.

81.

82.

83.

84.

89.

86.

87.

88.

89.

0.

Q1.

qc.

?3.

Dur ing the eighties co-operators found themselves
assoclated with the revolutionary socialism that was
gaining ground especially in continental Europe; as late
as 1902 it was attacked as "a communistic and anti-
Christian movement" in the journal Tradesman and

Shopkeeper: Co-operative Union 1883, 55; P.P. 1887 XIII,

609; Winstanley 1983, 83.

10
10

—op. June 1861.

10

N 6 Apr. 1872.

P.P. 1847 XXVII Pt II, 295.

See the comments made in the journal of commercial
travellers On the Road during 19046, quoted in Crossick
1977, 47.

E.g. Co-op. 13 Nov. 1867 detailing the circulation of
anti—-co-operative handbills at Sawston.

CN 12 Dec. 1874.

E.g. Wilkinson 18863 A Journalist 1902; Winstanley 1983,
85-%90.

Wilkinson 1886, 17.

A Journalist 1902, 20.

Winstanley 1983, 88-8%.

P.P. 1892 XXXV, 726; see also P.P. 1892 XXXIV, 218.

P.P. 1886 XXII Appendix Pt 2, 76.

It is difficult to obtain detailed information on the
relative levels of co—-operative and private prices to
set alongside contemporary debate and the claims of

private traders that dividends were financed by
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overcharging. It does appear that co-operative prices
were sometimes above average. Rowntree’s study of York
at the turn of the century included a survey of the
prices of twenty staple items in the working class diet.
Six of these could be obtained at below average prices
from the town’s co-operative. Official surveys of prices
paid by working class consumers at around the same
period allow some comparisons of prices paid at co-
operative and private outlets, although it is not always
clear whether goods of comparable quality were being
obtained. The total costs given below are for a basket

of goods suggested by the CWS as a standard family
grocery order, although there were some individual
variations in the type of goods purchased: 1l1b bacon;,
2lb butter, 1/21b cheese, i2lb flour, 1/21b lard, 11b
oatmeal, 41b sugar, 1/2l1b tea. The results show
instances in which co-operative prices were above those
of private dealers and others where the pattern was
reversed: Rowntree 1902, 103-04; P.P. 1903 LXVIII, 433-

703 CWS 1926, 194-95.

Keighley: Co-operative Price 33d. Excludes
Private Shop Price 58d. butter.
Darwen: Co-operative Price B8éd. & 87d.

Private Shop Price 81&., 85d. & 100.5d.

Tyldesley: Co-operative Price ?1.5d. & 26éd.
Private Shop Price 77d. & 83d.

Ramsbottom: Co-operative Price 90d.
Private Shop Price @1d. & 24.5d.

S.E. London:Co-operative Price 72.5d. Excludes
Private Shop Price 61.5d.; oatmeal
73d. & B6d. & lard
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4 .

93.

P6.

?7.

98.

Rogers 1983, 16-19, 27-28, 273-91.
For example the limited response to the enthusiasm of
William Lawson, especially his plans for co-operative

agriculture, and the lack of success of the vicar of

Hursley, Hants. in stimulating co-operative interest
amongst his parishioners: Co-op. 1 June 1866, 18 June
1870.

Blaikie 1978; as examples of more specific studies see

Blaikie 1973, Yapa 1977 and Yapa and Mayfield 1978.

Rogers 1983, 241-39.

Co-operative Union 1879, 495.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE ATTRACTIONS OF CO-OPERATIVE RETAILING: RETAIL PROVISION,
TRADING MORALITY AND DIVIDENDS.
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1

Co-operative retailing offered a means of obtaining 1tems
of food and other staple goods on which a high percentage of
working class earnings were expended.l It therefore addressed
issues of widespread relevance and the service it offered
might be expected to have been of universal appeal, more
generally adopted than the rather restricted geographical
spread of successful co-operation shows to have been the
case. It has been suggested that the limitations of growth
reflected in part the inequalities in the availability of
information about its advantages and execution. But
interacting with the dynamics of information transfer were
circumstances specific to the individual place which, in
their condition and rate of change, determined the use made
of knowledge introduced from ocutside. These influenced the
view held of an innovation, the desirability or need for 1its
adoption, the probability of practical experimentation and
the chances of long term success. Particular aspects of the
economy and society of the individual community took on an
especial importance in relation to a given innovation. In the
present case the success of a store depended on the balance
of forces between local workers who were collectively
responsible for the organisation, finance and custom of a co-
operative, and the economic and commercial establishment,

particularly of course private retailers. In Chapter Ten an

exploration will be made of the varying capacity displayed by
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different groups of workers for collective action, of which
co-operation was but a part, and the circumstances of economy
and society which influenced the development of working class
self-help. Here, however, attention is focussed first on the
other half of the equation - the conditions which provoked
interest in retailing amongst workers and in Chapter Eight
the commercial forces which partly determined the chances of
the successful execution of co-operative trading. The state
of retail trade in a settlement was an important influence on
the probability that the introduction of the idea of co-
operation would meet with a favourable response; that any
attempt would be initially successful and that a society once

established would achieve long term expansion.

I1I

The establishment of a store demanded that an 1initial
group should be sufficiently motivated to be willing to
devote their time and money to the co-operative cause.
Efforts to attract membership and capital adequate for the
foundation of a society were often only the beginning of a
longer term involvement with the operation of a store. This
took up much of the scarce free time of workers making up a
society’s leadership with 1little return except the
satisfaction of keeping it functioning. Although by the end
of the century the position of committeeman had become one of

e

considerable 1local prestige in many communities and the

routine operations of the store had passed into the hands of

full time employees, conditions were rather different in the
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early vyears of societies founded around mid-century. The

working of the Crewe society during the eighteen fifties was

typical
To be a member of the committee in those days meant
really to be a voluntary warehouseman, nothing was too
rough or dirty for members of the committee to do. Going
out in the evening to buy fat pigs, hoisting up flour
and hanging up bacon, were some of their chief duties,
not to say anything of taking stock every six months
when ... it used to take us from shop closing time at
night until just about four o’clock next morning, when
we just had time to get ready to go into the works.3

It seems'sensible to ask why individuals were willing to make

such efforts.

The profit making rationale of the capitalist
entrepreneur, commonly a dynamic force behind innovation
adoption 1is of limited relevance to co—-operation. Although
society leaders derived material benefits from stores these
were no different from thoée accorded to ordinary members.
Indeed for the more idealistic this contrast between co-
operation and capitalism may in itself have provided a
motivation for their activities. In theory at least co-
operative stores were a means to provide tangible proof of
the superiority of collective self-help over the Qgrasping
individualism of capitalism and an unnatural system of trade

which interposed unnecessary middlemen between the consumer

and the producer. The mundane routine of retail trading was
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sometimes seen as a means to the wider end of the economic,
social and political advancement of the working class.q For
some individuals it was, perhaps unconscicusly, a reassertion
and rechannelling of more traditiornal values of communalilty
and local endeavour that had been destroyed in some other
aspects of everyday life.5 A less altruistic, although not
necessarily mutually exclusive, argument would be that the
individuals organising a co-operative were motivated by the
desire to meet their own difficulties in obtaining goods of
reasonable quality at acceptable prices. As this end could
only be achieved by encouraging mass participation 1in the
operation collective action was valued more for its capacity
to meet individual needs rather than for its symbolism of
traditional morality.

Whatever the wunderlying ethos of co—-operation the
immediate decisions about the founding of individual
societies seem often to have reflected local judgements of
the relative advantages of co-operative and private
retailing. The opinions of ordinary working people about co-
operation seem frequently to have been expressed in material
terms. Abstract debate about co-operative principles was
scorned in favour of more down to earth concerns. As one
Oldham co-operator told the 1876 Congress

He was for practical speeches at their meetings, and not

for theoretical language which generally ended with the

"elevation of the social masses" and that sort of
b

thing.

In his opinion the best speakers were those who offered
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effective advice on the improved operations of co-operative
business. There were clear echoes of such views elsewhere.
Ten vyears earlier the President of the Huddersfield society
had regretted that

There 1s not more than ten per cent of our members who

care for anything besides the mere pecuniary gain

resulting from Co—operation.7
An initial achievement of many co-operatives was to reduce
prices from the levels previously charged by private
retallers. During the second half of the century the
financial benefits came increasingly in the form of dividend.
Societies did not attempt to undercut private traders and
returned‘ the resulting profit to their members.8 The
attractions of the dividend were noted in co-operative
literature from at least the eighteen fifties onwards,
including Holyoake’s history of the Rochdale society, but
they assumed increasing importance in encouraging membership
of existing societies and the foundation of new co-operatives
later in the century as the role of the store as a champion

of trading morality diminished with an improvement 1n the

general standard of retail services.

ITI
Although co-operation had its own intrinsic merits, both
idealistic and material, perceptions of 1its attractiveness
and thus the speed and success of 1ts growth might be
expected to have been greatest where other means of obtaining

supplies;, increasingly concentrated in the hands of private
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(?
retailers, were least satisfactory. Such failings perhaps

explain the channelling of any wider spirit of communal self-
help into the particular avenue of storekeeping.

One of the clearest associations of co-operative
development with the deficiencies of private retailing was
made by William Watkins of the National Industrial and
Provident Society when he wrote

They [shopkeepers] are in a sense the authors of our
existence. If they had but acted honestly towards their
customers - that 1s abstained from overcharging and
poisoning the public, the probability 1is that the

10
National would not have been called into being.

Materiallfrom other sources confirms the spur to co-operative
development given by breaches of trading morality. In 1856
the Parliamentary Select Committee on the Adulteration of
Food heard from a number of co-operative officials 1including
the manager of the mill at Leeds whose evidence included the
exchange
[IJs there a strong feeling amongst the working classes
upon the subject of adulteration? - Very strong, and
that is proved by the co-operation amongst them.11
The suspicion of overcharging and profiteering by private
dealers, sometimes in tandem with adulteration, also prompted
individual co-operative projects. The combination of the
vulnerability of flour to adulteration and a rise in 1its

price during a period of general trade depression lay behind

the development of the wave of co-operative mills in the
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later eighteen forties. The 1nitiation of many <stores
followed from similar circumstances. It was reported from

Crewe, for example,

The society was formed chiefly to lower the cost of food
which was kept at monopolist prices by the usual traders
so that Crewe was a byword as being a town where warking
men could rot live on high wages without getting into

12
debt.

The equation between high prices and the start of co-

operative trading was common in the middle decades of the
13

century. Although few stores followed the practice common
amongst co-operative mills of selling at the lowest possible
prices early societies often successfully undercut private
shopkeepers to force a general local reduction of prices.lq
In 1839 the Chartist inspired store at Winlaton provided
goods that would have normally cost twelve shillings for only
ten.15 The co-operative press in the eighteen fifties and
sixties carried reports of the effectiveness of new societies
1in countering high prices, although few give any numerical
estimate of the savings made.16 A reduction of 10 per cent 1in
grocery prices was claimed by the 0Oakenshaw society in
18«1—:3.1'7 On the single item of flour the (ueensbury store
noted that their entry into the market had lowered average
18
prices locally by two and a half pence per stone. Among the
earlier mills that at Lincoln supplied flour at three pence
19
per stone below previously prevailing prices. Particular

local instances of high prices continued to provoke new

interest in co-operation throughout the century. The
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successful attempt to launch co-operation in Tamworth in 1875

after the failure of previous efforts in 1868 and 1872 was
20

one such examples concern being focussed on meat prices.

Five years later it was the increased price of bread that lay

behind the revival of co-operation in Worcester, where 1t had

21

been dormant since 186&3.

As was suggested in Chapter Five once a locality had
passed through the initial stage of awareness of co-operation
the timing of subsequent developments often reflected
changing circumstances within individual communities. This 1is
illustrated by the wave of foundations on the North-East
coalfield 1n 1872, an area where co-operation had expanded
steadily from the early sixties onwards. The new cocileties
followed in the wake of more traditicnal forms of protest
about the cost of food. A dramatic rise in local prices first
produced calls for a boycott of traders selling meat,; milk
and potatoes above levels set at public meetings. Az the
agitation spread there was advocation of co-operation as a
solution to the immediate problem and the consequent feeling
that the relative isolation of the population in some pit
villages was being exploited by private retallers who enjoyed
a virtual monopoly in certain sectors of the market.
Particular grievances were expressed about the price of meat,
a trade not pursued by many conventional co-operatives. Thus
co-operative butchering societies were registered at Coundon,

22

Pelaw Main, Rainton Colliery, Shildon and West Cornforth.

Newspaper reports indicate the formation of other societies

374.



never officially registered at Murton Colliery, Prudhoe,
Diptons Brandon Colliery, Burnhope Colliery,; Wallsend, West
Pelton, and interest was shown elsewhere without producing
evidence of practical action. Benefits were quickly apparent;
the Dipton society charged one penny less per pound for beef
and two pence less for mutton than private butchers. Meat was
sold at the lowest possible prices rather than following the
23

usual policy of returning profit as dividend.

Elsewhere co-operation was reported as being triggered by
other specific 1incidents in which shopkeepers offended
against popular notions of morality and tradition. It was
perhaps the case that individually small breaches finally
capped other long standing grievances. One such 1ssue was the
failure of shopkeepers to give Christmas boxes to their
regular customers. This was noted from Sheerness as the
immediate cause of the foundation of a new society 1n the
town in 1849 modelled on the the established co-operative
store which had served local dockyard workers since 1816.8L+
Similar circumstances arose at, for example, Merthyr Tydfil
in the following year and at Briton Ferry as late as 1891.85

IRY

A poor qguality of retail services was sometimes a
reflection of the limited number of traders serving a
particular community. This not only curtailed the range of
goods offered but also allowed individual retailers to

exploit their customers in a situation of limited

competition. The high prices already mentioned as urnderlying
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co-operative development at Crewe are one instance of the
results of limited retail provision. The establishment of a
co-operative store i1n 18435 soon after the foundation of the
new community reflected the failure of the Grand Junction
Railway Company to encourage sufficiently the development of
private retailing to complement the provision of houses,
schools, water and gas for its employees. As a result the
small number of immigrant shopkeepers were able to exploit
26
the unfulfilled consumer demand. Contemporaneous
developments at Swindon also indicated the problems created

by the lack of planned retail development in a new community.

While 1inns and beershops multiplied to serve the railway

workforce, shopkeepers were slower to take advantage of the
27
new market. There was thus in the town the combination of a
workforce which contained a significant proportion of
28
northern immigrants s doubtless 1i1ncluding those wilth
previous experience of co—operation, and local need for the
services of a store. Significantly the Swindon co-operative

dating from 1851 was one of the very few southern societies
founded during the fifties which survived to the end of the
century.

The food supply of new 1ndustrial districts was
increasingly left to private retailers and in the face of
their inadequate response the initiative often passed to the
workers themselves with the development of co-operatives.
Although the practice of truck continued in some areas where
it militated agsinst co-operative success, the reluctance of

many employers to take any interest in retailing 1in the
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comimyaihes their activities created was strengthed by anti-
29
truck legislation passed in 1831. In some cases the
employer attempted to meet the needs of his workers by
alternative means such as the provision of cheap transport to
neighbouring shopping centres; in the Rhondda valley the
women of the collieries at Dinsa and Cymmer were allowed to
ride the tramway to visit markets at Newbridge and
30

Treforest. Often, however , no responsibility to assist
workers 1n this way was acknowledged.

Other examples show pfices to have been higher in small
industrial communities than in their larger, and often older,
neighbours. The foundation of a co-operative in the expanding
steel-making community of Stocksbridge was a reaction to the
unattractive alternatives of paying the high prices charged
locally or the inconvenience of a journey to Sheffield to
obtain goods more cheaply.31 A similar situation prompted
developments in the footwear producing town of Great Wigston
in 1867 where local workers drew unfavourable comparison with
the lower prices charged in neighbouring Leicester.Ba Mention
has already been made of the way 1in which residents of
relatively isolated communities on the north-east coalfield
felt their geographical position to be exploited by private
retaillers. Similar concerns were reported from mining

33
villages on other coalfields.
Individual comments repeat the association between co-

operative development and the inadequacies of private retail

provision, especially in expanding industrial communities.
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Reports of co-operative progress 1In such circumstances
indicate the popular appreciation of 1ts worth as a practical
solution to local food supply problems. This 1s confirmed by
the particular strength achieved by many of the societies
established in medium—-sized and smaller industrial
settlements. It is also consistent with the common tendency
for the relatively rapid proliferation of societies amongst
the smaller settlements of industrial districts. The
motivation for the formation of a co-operative was
strengthened by the lack of alternative provision and the
store frequently expanded and prospered for the same reason.
A high percentage of the local population became members and
the society captured a major share of local retail trade with
substantial sales per member. In all these respects 1t was
often the societies of the smaller industrial towns and
villages which outshone the performance of their neighbours
in the largest urban centres.

It is difficult to obtain precise and comprehensive
confirmation of the level of private retail provision 1n the
smaller industrial communities. Evidence on the quality of
service provided by individual shopkeepers is restricted to
the comments of isolated witnesses. It does appear that many
shops in such communities were small, often run from their
own homes by working class families to supplement their
incomes.aq The quality of the service offered was often on a
par with the scale of the enterprise. Information on the

quantity of provision can be obtained from directory listings

but it 1s difficult to i1nterpret. Its ucse is limited by a
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lack of knowledge of the size of the population cserved by
particular shopping centres; this includes both the basic
population figures for the smaller industrial communities and
the retail catchment areas of settlements. Although food 1s
frequently taken to be the most likely of all classes of
goods to be purchased locally, in some circumstances workers
looked to more distant suppliers. As examples already given
show this was sometimes a reluctant decision forced on the
consumer by the inadequacies of local provision making a co-—
operative a valued alternative. But other workers seem to
have seen more positive aspects to the arrangement with the
trip to town being treated as a welcome excur'sic)n.:35 While
the inttoduction of co-operation did sometimes lead to the
local concentration of trade it did not cause an immediate
change in the shopping habits of all workers. In reporting
the opening of a co-operative store in Houghton-le-Spring in
1862 it was noted
The inhabitants of the town and neighbourhocod being
mostly coal miners, they have been used to go to the
towns of Durham, Sunderland and Newcastle—upon-Tyne. 1t
will take a little time for them to become dealers at
36
their own shop....
Fixed shop facilities can be enumerated more generally on
the Durham coalfield. Table 7.1 shows for 1838 the number of
grocery and general shopkeepers in twenty nine settlements

which received co-operatives by 1870. These included towns

such as Crook and Seaham Harbour both of which head over
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Table 7.1. Private Grocery and General Shopkeeping Provision
in 1858 for Communities on the Durham Coalfield
Receiving Co-operation by 1870.(37)

No. of Private Grocers/ No. of Settlements
General Shopkeepers

0 4

1 c

e &4

3 e

4 —
5-9 S
10-14 7
15-19 -
20-29 3
30+ c

thirty existing shops of this type. There was also a group of
communities with little or no provision of their own. In some
instances,; however, the lack was more apparent than real. The
populatiqn of Ryhope, for example, could supplement their own
two shops with the range of over 380 outlets in Sunderland
some three miles distant. Indeed as was shown 1n Chapter
Three the spread of co-operation may have reflected existing
shopping practices with the population of pit villages
joining co-operatives in their habitual urban market rather
than immediately founding a store in their own community.
Thus at Ryhope the first experience of co-operation was
38

through the Sunderland society.

Such cases illustrate the difficulties of evaluating the
level of retail provision from the viewpoint of the local
population. The limited recorded provision 11n smaller
settlements should not be viewed in isolation, but once the

narrow local horizon is abandoned it is often hard to

identify correctly the full range and accessibility of shops
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avallable to individual consumers. In the absence of precise
information the very success often achieved by co-operatives
does suggest that the quantity, quality and convenience of
private retailing accessible to residents in many smaller
industrial communities did not fully meet consumer
expectations.

Evidence on the growth of shopping facilities in the older
and larger shoping centres where co-operation took root early
1s equilvocal. The figures given by Alexander can be used to
calculate changes 1in the ratio of food shops to population
between the eighteen thirties and late forties or early
fifties, dur ing which period there were co—operative
foundations in at least eight of the nine towns involved.aq
As Table 7.2 shows the growth in the number of private food
shops outpaced that of population in all cases except
Liverpool and Leicester.qo Shaw’s aggregate figures for ten
northern towns show a relative as well as absolute
improvement in retail provision during the first half of the
century, against which background there were co-operatives
established in six of the towns during the eighteen forties
and early fifties.41 More detailed evidence for the Calder
Valley area suggests that the growth of the number of food

4
shops was faster than that of the total retail sector. -
However, as Ghaw himself acknowledges the increase 1n shop
numbers cannot be assumed to have been steady and at times
its growth would have lagged behind that of population with a

43

deleterious effect on the adequacy of retail provision.

The warning sounded by Shaw is reinforced by other more
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Table 7.2. Food Shop Provision in Selected Urban Centres:
Persons per Food Shop c1834/9-1848/31. (44)

Date Persons per Date Persons per

Food Shop Food Shop
Carlisle 1834 105 1848 82
Liverpool 1834 138 1891 146
Manchester 1834 123 1851 Q7
Bolton 1834 171 1851 129
Leeds 1834 139 1848 138
York 1834 83 1848 b4
Nottingham 1835 27 1850 22
Leicester 1835 85 1830 87
Norwich 1839 125 1851 106

detailed studies. Scola’s work on food retailing in

Manchester and Salford during the nineteenth century

suggests, in contrast to Alexander’s figures (Table 7.2), a

relative deterioration in services during the first half of
the nineteenth century. 5ctola concluded that the rapid
population growth of the eighteen twenties and thirties
outpaced the proliferation of shops. The falling food
shop:population ratio during these years and the slow pace of
its subsequent recovery meant that the ratio achieved in 1811
was not bettered until the eighteen fifties. Thus early co-
operative developments took place against a background which
Scolaw  describes as follows
The quality of life must bave worsened in so far as
shops and markets became much more crowded and there
must have been a significant shift in economic power
away fram the consumer towards the retailer, affecting
43
both the quality of service and of the goods sold.

Such circumstances might provide a stimulus for the

establishment of co-operative retailing, although other

382.



conditions of the econmomic and social life of a large «city
tended to militate against it achieving an impact of similar
proportions to many stores in smaller communities.

The divergence between Stola’s and Alexander’s findings
for Manchester i1s explained by their wuse of different
sources. The latter wused commercial directories which
excluded many <small shopkeepers in the early years of the
century. Theilr subsequent notice suggests a false increase in
retailers from the eighteen twenties. Stola’s data deriving
from more detailed local directories show the presence of
general shopkeepers in significant numbers from at least as
early as the seventeen nineties. From this higher early base
the increase in their numbers was less marked than
Alexander’s figures suggest.Q6 This case 1llustrates the
difficulties 1n making comparisons over time and space based
on directory information of variable comprehensiveness. The
detailed local evidence does also cast doubt on the pattern
of 1improving shop:population ratios shown for other centres
by more general studies.

Interpretation of the figures i1s further complicated by
debate concerning the changing role of fixed shops, markets
and itinerant traders during the nineteenth century. Although
it seems likely that during the first half of the century, at
least, the role of the different sectors was complementary
some of the growth of fixed shop numbers may not have
represented a real addition to provision but the replacement

47

of other forms of retailing.

Whatever the relationship between shop numbers and

383.



population it is possible to gquestion the quality of many of
the new shops. Various studies consistently show much of the
increase 1n food retailing to have been achieved through
general shopkeepers. These were frequently small operations
run by 1individual working people in an attempt to supplement
a low family income. In the main, Winstanley suggests, the
service offered by these shops was inferior to that of the
larger grocers as regards price, the range and quality of
goods stocked and ability to offer credit.48 Much of this
stemmed from the small size of the shops; thus the need to
maintain a large profit margin to remain viable on their
miniscule trade " and their lack of direct access to
wholesale suppliers,; being usually reliant on purchases from
larger retailers. These shops probably survived because they
were convenient, both geographically, serving a very local
market, and in their willingness to stay open long hours.
They also drew workers’ custom because of antipathy to larger
shopkeepers as a class rather than from any clearly defined
local cause; a force which also helped to attract support for
co—operation.so Small shopkeepers cannot, however, have been
a particularly attractive source of supplies; in many cases
they suffered the drawbacks against which those founding co-
operatives protested. As a contribution towards the real
improvement of retail provision and the diminution of the
desirability of action to arrange alternative services, the

effect of small general shops was probably more limited than

their large numbers would suggest. For groups newly
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introduced to the idea of co-operation the picture it was
possible to paint by the eighteen fifties of the success of
larger stores elsewhere was far more glowing than the local
reality of the service offered by small private shopkeepers.
The existence of these working class shopkeepers does
indicate a basic spirit of enterprise on which co-operatives
could sometimes build. It has been suggested that co-
operation was a natural development from individual working
class shopkeeping and the difficulties experienced 1n
establishing a successful operation on the resources
S1
available to a single family.
Vv

The foundation of individual co-operative soci1eties was
clearly prompted by the failings of private retail provision.
The limited available evidence suggests that a similar low
gquality of service may have prevailled in many of the
communities in which early and successful societies were
established. Later in the century with an 1mprovement in
trading standards such circumstances were less commonly the
spur for co-operation and its immediate benefits were often
seen to rest chiefly with dividends. Their importance 1is
examined in Section VI. It 1s, however, worth noting first
that co-operation was not an automatic or universally
successful response to poor private retailing. Such problems
were not confined to areas where co-operation was strongest.
In the towns of southern England co-operation was often

introduced during the eighteen sixties against the background
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of complaints of the high prices charged by private tracders,

but enjoyed nothing like the long term expansion of the

5c
northern stores. There is other evidence of concern over
food costs in southern English towns, but popular reactlion
was not the formation of co-operatives. Instead resort

continued to be made to alterrnative more traditional forms of
protest, long since abandoned as ineffective in the rather
33
different social climate of the industrial north. In Devon
rapid increases in the price of basic foodstuffs sparked off
riots in several towns including Exeter in May 1847, January
1854 and as late as November 1867. Indeed at this last date
disturbances were widespread throughout the county and there
S4
were also outbreaks in Somerset, Dorset and Oxfordshire. It
was not that there was a complete lack of awareness of co-
operation in these areas; in 1854 the troubles in Exeter led
to suggestions that local benefit societies should form a co-—
23

operative bakery. By 1847 co-operative stores had been
attempted in some of the larger towns which experienced
disturbances including Exeter, Oxford and Torguay. In this
last town there was a society actually trading in that year.
Yet co-operation failed to become established and popular
faith continued to be placed in older forms of action.

There is little collated evidence of the price paid for
staple goods by workers in different parts of the country.
Craft’s regional examination of prices for 1843 suggests that
there were no major differences in the cost of most of the

groceries studied. There was no general tendency for prices

to be significantly higher in the industrial northern areas
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where co-operative development was focussed, than elsewhere
26
in the country. Hunt’s work on the second half of the
century also shows regional variations in food prices to have
o7
been relatively small. The regional framework of these
studies, which may disguise considerable local variation and
thus the problems of particular communities, is not 1i1deal for
o8
comparison with the pattern of co-operative development.
However, the restricted geograpby of co-operation clearly
cannot be explained as a simple reaction to high prices
charged by private traders.

Adulteratiaon was similarly widespread. Its incidence was
not restricted to the industrial north. During the mid
eighteen fifties the Select Committee on the 1ssue heard
evidence of its prevalence in London and several West Midland

o9
towns. Indeed the committee concluded that adulteration

prevails more or less in all districts

60
especially amongst traders serving working class consumers.
Other sources suggest that adulteration was at 1ts peak
during the middle decades of the century when it was
practis ed in almost all cases where 1t would prove
61

remunerative.

Contemporary discussion of the extension of co-operation
also noted that there were areas where private retail
provision was poor but stores were comparatively rare.
Consideration of progress in rural areas often emphasised the

especial benefits that would attach to co-operation as

against existing services. In part comparison made by urban
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co—operators between theilr own experience and that 1n rural
areas reflected a lack of understanding of the different
nature and importance of the retail system in the two types
of area. Fixed <shops were often less important in rural
districts, partly because of the <cservices offered by
itinerants, carriers and the delivery carts of traders from
&2
neighbouring towns. But also because of the greater
capacity for food production by the individual consumer,; more

immediate access to other producers and the associated

survival of the more informal barter component to the 1local

63
economy. Thus the necessity for and appropriateness of co-
operation may have been exaggerated in some accounts,.
However, Blackman suggests that farmers were 1ncreasingly

selling their produce through urban middle-men leaving a

&4
vacuum in the supply of food to the rural population. Also
csome goods, particularly imported groceries, had to be
supplied through formal retail trading. Thus small general

shops were an established feature of most rural communities
65
by at least the eighteen twenties. It was the advantages of
co-operation over thecse operations that was emphasised by
supporters of stores established in rural areas. As aone of
the leaders of the store at Clipstone in Northamptonshire
nated
I believe that co-operation does more good if possible
in a small village than a large townj... in a large town
the amount of capital embarked in business is so large,

and the competition so great, that goods may in general

be bought cheap. On the other hand in <small country
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villages many of the shopkeepers themselves are poor,

and in debt with the wholesale dealers; who ... push
upon them the worst description of goods. These goods,
bought at so great a disadvantage, have to be retailed

te the poor labourers; who thus obtain many of the
necessities of life on the very worst terms. When a co-
operative store is formed in a village, it concentrates
the business together; and by trading for ready money 1S
b6
able to command a much better market.
Individual stores were successful in reducing prices. At
Whitfield in Northumberland where villagers had been paying
"enormous' prices the formation of a store meant that
we were selling flour and groceries, at prices something
more like what they could be obtained at Newcastle or
&7
Carlisle.
A similar improvement could doubtless have been obtained in
other rural communities but co-operatives remained isolated
individuals in the countryside, a position which was largely

a reflection of social conditions that were unfavourable to

any independent working class initiative.

VI
Changes in retailing during the cecond half of the century
shifted the ground on which the attractions of co-operation
were judged. During the major expansion of foundations in the
middle decades of the century, the practical benefits of co-
operation were often reported in terms of price cutting and

freedom from adulteration. Such concerns were of lesser
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importance with the subsequent checking of the worst abuses
of retail trade, partly by increased competition in which co-
operatives themselves played a raole, and partly by
&8
legislative action. Growing emphasis became placed on the
financial return to co-operative members represented by the
&9

dividend. The initial success of the larger northern
societies allowed them to pay rising dividends, a factor
which contributed significantly to their subsequent further
expansion. A desire to emulate such achievements 1led to
continued efforts to start societies elsewhere.

Al though co-operative leaders and theorists often
attempted to play down the importance of the dividend -
Holyoake, for example, claimed that

An early sign by which a true co-operator is known, 1s
that of not being a seeker after dividends merely.7o
- it was vital in attracting and retaining custom and
membership. As the movement expanded there were worries
voiced that it was becoming
literally too successful, attracting to itself at the
present day through the mere love of gain,; men who know
nothing of its struggles,; and understand nothing of its
71
principles.
This was confirmed by the testimony of some individual
members who recalled what had first attracted them

I had been told about the wonderful dividend and the

interest on share capital, but nothing about the
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principles that should govern the co—-operative

movement.... I was so interested in getting the '"diwvi"

that I walked two miles to the store every time 1 wanted
72

a few things.

The officials of local societies on occasion echoed the
arguments of co-operative idealists in condemning
concentration on dividends. Yet committee men were also under
pressure to i1ncrease their level both to retain the
established membership and to attract new custom. Over time
there was a general progression towards the payment of higher
dividends by successful societies

Every new society started with a small dividend. As it
grew, and its business increased,; the desire on the part
of éach succeeding committee was to make a little larger
dividend. If they did not make large dividends they [the
membershipl turned them [the committeel] (:un',.?:3
Hopes that even members attracted merely by financial gain
could be educated to a wider appreciation of co-operative
aims and values once inside a society were largely
unfulfilled. Against such a background it is not surprising
that co-operative propaganda was sometimes quite blatant 1n
its emphasis of the financial benefits of membership.
Discussion of the promotion of the extension of co-operation
often concluded that this was best achieved by the example of
the success of established stores, and in particular by the
74
payment of generous dividends. Copies of societies’

quarterly balance sheets were printed for public circulation

as proof of the financial success of co-operation. The

391.



message was sometimes further emphasised, as on the
fourteenth report of the Nelson society which included a
small verse celebrating the dividend beginning
One and sixpence! spread it wide!
Sound it in the poor man’s ear;
Let him take it for his guide,
73
And join us iIn our new career.

Such was the importance of a good dividend to the popular
success of a society that some temporarily made artificially
high payments. Established sccieties drew on reserve funds to
maintain dividends during periods of poor trade.76 Newly
founded societies attempted to increase their attractions by
paying dividend from the outset, sometimes before any profit
had been made. The Edmonton society, for example, anxious to

make an impact in the competitive metropolitan market, paid

its earliest dividends from the share capital of committee

77
members during an initial period of trading loss.
The attention accorded to dividends reflected their
importance in the family economy of many co-operative

members. In 1850 Lloyd Jones claimed
One man told me he ... kept his family one week in every
quarter of the year from the profits he derived from his
interest in the concern [the Rochdale Pioneers’
78
societyl.
In 1861 Watts suggested that workmen spending twenty
shillings per week at a store could receive an annual total

79
of four pounds in dividend. This represents a dividend an
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Table 7.3. Co-operative Retail

1862. (80)

Society

Dividend Declared Number of Societies

Dividends 1B8&0

and

Number of Societies

in the £ (s/d) Paying Given Dividend Paying Given Dividend
in 3rd or 4th Quarter in 1st or 2nd Quarter
of 1860 of 1862
A YA
0O - 0/6 1 1.9 4 2.0
0/6%1” 1/0 7 13.5 61 30.8
1/0% - 1/6 24 46.2 89 44,9
1/76% - 2/0 16 30.8 36 18.2
2/0% - 2/6 3 5.8 7 3.5
2/6% — 3/0 1 1.9 1 0.5
Total Societies
for which Data o2 100 198 100
Available
all purchases of around one shilling and sixpence in the
pound, a level achieved by a number of societies at the time
(Table 7.3). The evidence of contemporary family

suggests, however,

81

lower at the store.

weekly bill

payments was upwards in the remainder of the century.

The

budgets

that many co-operators would have had a

trend in dividend

In 1887

1t was claimed that for a working class family

1t

year, and

' 82
year coming in.

Dividend

small capital sum.

with their society, where it

interest, wusually around S per cent,

painless long-term saving.

pay some of their larger bills such

initial cost cutting
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invested

flat rate of
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as rent. After the
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founded around mid century the impetus in price reduction
often passed to the new multiple grocers. This aspect of the
operation of such traders did offer a particular challenge to
stores as to all other shopkeepers. Even in districts where
co-operation was strong there was by the end of the century
83

some consequent loss of custom. However s the bulk of
members saw the dividend as of greater benefit than the
immediate smaller savings of price cuts. The latter were too
easily frittered away without providing lasting benefit.
Thus it was reported from Bacup that

wives say if they did not pay higher prices there would

be nothing left, their husbands would drink it. But now

they could get it back at the end of the quarter to buy

_ B4

clothes.
As a result arguments against high dividends met with little
popular support. Initial attempts during the sixties and
ceventies to obtain local agreement on the co-ordinated
reduction of dividends arose from concern that they were
becoming the grounds for unhealthy rivalry between
neighbouring societies, perhaps presaging the lowering of
trading standards in a scramble to attract custom.85
Equally undesirable was the local inflation of prices,

86

allowing private shopkeepers to make a substantial profit.
A revival of debate on the level of dividends during the
eighteen nineties focussed more specifically on their effect
on prices. High dividends were equated with relatively high
prices and thus the exclusion of the poorest workers from co-

87
operation. The issue was debated at national and district
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level but only isolated societies made any practical attempt
88
to change their trading policy.
VII
If dividends were an important factor in drawing popular

support for co-operation it might have been the case that
variations 1n the size of dividends help toc provide an
explanation of the differential pace at which societies grew.
At the local level 1t has been suggested that

where a consumer has a choice between competing co-

operative societies, the dividend is and was the most

8%

powerful factor in influencing that choice.
There 1is evidence that members were aware of the relative
rates paid by the various societies in a local area. Members
of the Newcastle and Blaydon societies, for examples noted
with aggrievance the higher rates paid by the Gateshead store
and threatened to transfer their custom.qo Indeed 1in areas
where there were several neighbouring societies some
individuals were members of two or three stores and switched
their trading between them depending on the amount of
dividend declared.91 It seems unlikely that this individual
juggling of trade would have had a consistent long term
effect on the growth of most societies. This was especially
so as the difference in dividend paid by near neighbours was
often small and there was short term variation 1in the

relative performance of the several societies. This perhaps

partly explains the lack of correlation at the local level
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between membership growth rates and the size of dividend

found in an exercise for the societies of North-East
G2

Lancashire during the eighteen eighties. Moreover, it is

difficult to evaluate any possible effect of variation in the

rate of dividends in isolation from the many other factors

which may have influenced the rate of growth of societies.

It seems likely, however, that an examination of the
different rate of dividends paid in relation to the geography
of national co-operative growth will prove more revealing. As
the rate of dividend paid increased during the second half of
the century there emerged a clear distinction between the
performance of the high dividend, expansive societies of the
north and the rather hesitant progress in both membership and
dividends of southern societies. The upward trend in the size
of dividends 1is confirmed by Table 7.4 which compares the
available information on levels paid in 1862 with those of
the turn of the century. In 1896 just over 30 per cent of the
co-operative membership was receiving dividends of three
shillings in the pound or more, a higher level than recorded
as being paid by any society in 1862. At this earlier date
the average dividend was one shilling and five pence compared
with the two shillings and eightpence farthing of 1896.

There was no attempt to publish regularly collected
figures of the dividends paid by individual soccieties until
the advent of the annual reports published by the Co-

operative Union from 1881 onwards. The value of the earliest

of these is unfortunately limited by the failure of many
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societies to comply fully with the request for information.
However, it 1s possible from the returns of the Chief
Registrar of Friendly Societies to calculate for a rather
larger number of societies the level of profitability
(profit as a percentage of sales) from 1862 onwards. Profits
and dividends were obviously related and the former can be
used as a guide to the latter. A rank correlation of the
Table 7.4. Co-operative Retail Society Dividends 1862 and

1896: Proportion of the Memberehip in Receipt of
Any Given Rate of Dividends. (93)

1862 1896
England & Wales UK
Total No. Extant Societies 633 1,428
Total No. Soccieties for
which Data Available 180 757
Total Membership Extant
Societies (000s) 119 1,356
Total Membership Societies :
for which Data Available (000s) 56 1,059

Rate of Dividend Paid on Percent of Total Membership of Data

Main Volume of Trade Societies
(s/d) 1862 1896
O - 0/6 0.8 0.3
O/6/4 — 170 24 .9 0.9
1/04L - 1/6 47 .6 2.8
1/6% — 2/0 15.1 11.2
2/0%4 — 2/6 11.8 16.5
e/6v% - 3/0 0.1 38.0
3/0% - 3/6 - 20.4
3/6% — 4/0 - 8.7
4/0 7/ + - 1.1

profits made and the dividends paid by Lancashire societies
in 1884 gives a satisfactory result of s = +0.85. The
discrepancy largely reflects the varying range of other

commitments which individual societies met from their
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profits. These 1included both long term expenditure, for
example on education and the maintenance of a reserve fund,
and short term calls on resources, perhaps to help finance
new premises.

The increasing pressure put on many societies to pay high

dividends underlay the rise in the average rate of
profitability recorded by individual societies (Table
7.3). Not all societies participated equally in the general

Table 7.35. Profits as a Percentage of Total Sales Recorded by

Retail Co—-operatives in Englarnd and Wales,
1862, 1882 and 1901.(94)

Date No. of Societies for which Average Percentage
data are available Profits

1862 307 6.4

1882 838 8.6

1901 1192 11.0

growth of profitability. A regional breakdown shows an

increasing divergence of experience in line with the degree
of popular support co-operation enjoved. In 1862 there was
little 1inter-regional variation 1in the average levels of
profitability or the range of values recorded by 1individual
socleties (Table 7.6). The subsequent shift towards higher
profitability shown by societies in the three northern
regions and between 1882 and 1901 by those of the Midlands
and Wales was not matched in much of southern England. Indeed
in London recorded profit levels slumped.

Al though there was intra- as well as 1nter-regional
variation in profit levels, Table 7.6 shows there to have

been a clustering of the performance of individual societies
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around the regional average. Thus by 1201 there were very few
low profit societies in the three northern regions, which
contained by contrast almost all of the most profitable
stores. These were particularly concentrated on the North-
East coalfield. This area alone accounted for over 40 per
cent of the most profitable societies (defined as those above
one standard deviation from the national average) compared
with the share of 13 per cent of all societies in England and
Wales contributed by the counties of Northumberland and
Durham as a whole. The association of areas where low rates
of profit and thus of dividend prevailed with those
experiencing only halting growth i1s clear enough. It was a
parallel drawn by contemporaries who recognised the
difficulties of attracting members to societies which seemed
to offer only modest financial benefits. Speaking in 1872
specifically of the slow growth of co-operation in the
southern section E.0. Greening opined that
the first and greatest of all hindrances 1is the
smallness of the dividends; that the most striking way
that most people could be appealed to was through their
pockets; and though there may be a great enthusiasm
amongst small numbers of people whom they 1imbue with
their principles, yet to have a great success there must
be some material as well as moral inducement held out to
Q6
them,

Indeed it was felt by some co-operative leaders that the

increasingly high rates of dividend paid by northern stores
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made 1t more difficult to attract membership to societies
elsewhere. The northern stores inflated expectations of co-
operation and established levels of material success which 1t
was 1mpossible to repeat in many circumstances. As a London
co-operator told the 1876 Congress
They might in a southern society make dividends of 1s 3d
or ls 6d; and somebody might get hold of a Bacup balance
sheet, showing a much larger dividend, and they at once
attributed the smallness of their own dividend to bad
management, and didn’t believe the explanations of their
own committee .... The policy of paying high dividends
had proved a great injury to them in the south. 7

This popular perception of societies as failures made it all

the harder to maintain and expand them or to found new ones.

VII
The levels of profit and dividends had an impact on the
future success of a society as a determinant of its
attractiveness. They were also measures of the past

achievements of co-operatives and the differential ease with

which they became established and expanded. To say that low
dividends stunted co—operative growth is a partial
explanation; but a more interesting question remains. Why

were some societies able quickly to enhance their popular
appeal through a rapid increase upon their initial modest
dividends whilst others remained trapped? For the latter
their slow growth was associated with low dividends; in the

absence of anything to draw in large numbers of new members
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individual co-operatives remained small and stagnant, often
indeed sinking into disillusionment and faillure.

The answer lies with a wider examination of the balance
of commercial and social forces as noted in the introduction
ta this chapter. Where workers were only weakly organised
and the middle class interests with which co-operation came
into conflict were strong the potential for its development
and success was not fully realised. This chapter has dealt
in large part with working class views of the value of co-
operative stores including the stimulus given by perceptions
of the inadequacies of the pre—-existing retail system. It
seems logical therefore next to consider the manner in which
commercial conditions acted in some cases not as an
encouragement to co-operation, but as a depressant working
against its initial establishment and acting as a curb on 1ts
ability to develop an attractive and expanding retail

business.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

CO-OPERATIVES AS RETAILERS: OPPORTUNITIES, COMPETITION AND
COSTS IN THE COMMERCIAL REALM.
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Although co-operatives were unconventional retailers in
their ownership and organisation they were inevitably forced
into rivalry for custom with private retailers. It may have
been that most substantial shopkeepers paid only limited
attention to early co-operative developments and made no
especial attempts +to block their progress. Co-operation
probably appeared to pose little threat to their hold over
the most remunerative sections of what was, after all, an
expanding market. Some may have underestimated the capacity
of societies to survive and prosper. The previocus co-
operative record against which societies founded in the
nor thern fowns in the eighteen forties and early fifties were
judged included a substantial number of faillures and the
success of the most enduring societies was on a scale that
was modest by comparison with subsequent developments.
Shopkeepers may therefore have seen new stores as leading to
no more than the temporary loss of a section of theilr working
class custom. More determined action to combat co-operatives
followed only when the growth of early stores made clear the
threat posed. But the very success that caused this reacfion
meant that it was too late for shopkeepers to undermine
effectively the operations of what had become securely
established stores.1 The balance of power between co-
operative and private traders may often have been rather

different in the subsequent spread of stores outside the

initial northern core. In these later developments, while
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potential co-operators were inspired by the example of
northern successes, the same vision of co-operative expansion
may have spurred shopkeepers into greater efforts to stifle
local developments at birth. Determination to curtail co-
operation may have been strengthened in many towns with a
fairly stable population by the realisation that given the
limited growth of trade co-operation could only succeed
through a real reduction in private turnover.

The attempts of private shopkeepers to challenge societies
toock various practical forms in addition to the propagandism
noted in Chapter Six.E One of the simplest responses was the
temporary reduction of prices, perhaps to unremunerative
levels, to undercut the Stores.3 Private dealers also
attempted to replicate some of the attractions of co-
operation. Thus individual shopkeepers followed the line of
many societies in abandoning credit, with ready money dealing
' 4

allowing price reductions. Some private traders gave bonuses

on purchases and there were abortive attempts to organise

3
local associations to oversee a system of dividends.
Other action took the form of boycotts. Some retailers
totally refused to serve co-operative members, hoping to

force them to give up stores which could not alone serve all
b6

their needs. There were also collective attempts to induce

local wholesale suppliers to stop serving co-operatives by
7

the threat of withdrawal of custom by private shopkeepers.

Against the background of such action which enjoyed some

local success the trade journal the Grocer launched what was

413.



to be an abortive campaign for a national boycott by
8

wholesalers in 1870. As trade increased co-operation was
able as a movement to make a more effective resistance to
this form of pressure. Suppliers became reluctant to lose a
growilng and remunerative business with co-operatives.
Moreover, the dependence of societies on outside sources of
supplies decreased with the extension of the wholesaling and
manufacturing operations of the CWS. The greater strength of
co-operation in general was in some respects a shield for
individual societies that were young and/or weak, although 1t
could not guarantee universal success.

The level of existing competition was an i1mpartant
influence on the need for and ease of entry into the market
of any new retail outlet, private or co-operative, and on its
subsequent chances of praosperity. Not only was co-operation
an attractive project where existing retail provision was
unsatisfactory. but often 1t was easier for a society to
become commercially established. Individual retailers did not
have the power or the desire to block the transfer of trade
from the private to the co-operative sector. Indeed the most
successful co-operatives enjoyed a cumulative growth of trade
and influence in local retail markets. As i1ndependent local
foundations societies invariably started from a position of
weaknese with a small membership and limited resources of
capital. They thus often required a degree of latitude to
penetrate the market. These same conditions gave co-
operatives subsequent freedom to establish their own trading

policies. They were able to tailor their operations to
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produce the combination of prices, profits and thus dividends
most appealing to local consumers and consequently likely to
lead to further expansion. In more hostile commercial
conditions would-be co-operators found that no amount of
enthusiasm on theilr part could win over the custom of the
mass of workers who were often strictly practical in their
assessment of the merits of local stores both compared with

private shopkeepers and societies elsewhere.

II

Co—-operatives perhaps enjoyed greatest commercial freedom
in the smaller industrial communities in which they often
became firmly entrenched. Discussion in Chapter Seven
suggested that the establishment of a store would have
particular appeal in locations where alternative retail
provision 1in the immediate vicinity was inadequate. Equally
such circumstances often meant that co-operatives were able
te grow 1into established concerns with relative ease and
speed. Their expansion was both a reflection and a cause of
the limited growth of private shopkeeping. This point can be
illustrated by further material relating to the Durham
coalfield. Table 7.1 detailing retail provision in 1838 prior
to the spread of co-operatives gave some indication of the
latitude available for new entrants into the trade. Figures
for 1879 (Table 8.1) by which time the major round of co-
operative foundations had been completed, show a similar

picture. Some of the stores by now established and successful

415.



Table 8.1. Private Grocery and General Shopkeeping Provision
in Communities on the Durham Coalfield with Co-
operative Stores, 1879.(10)

No. of Private Grocers/ No. of Settlements
General Shopkeepers

10-14
15-19
20-29

30+
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were operating in relative freedom from private competitors
in their own communities.q
Co-operative success was not, however,; restricted to those
small communities i1ll—-served by private retailers. In the
larger towns of the Durham coalfield such as Bishop Auckland
and Crook co-operation was part of a fairly large retail
sector which also served surrounding villages. But still co-
operation was able to grow to become an important influence
in local trading. Similar achievement was reported from
other more substantial industrial settlements. In some cases,
including Crewe, co-operation had entered a new community at
an early stage in the absence of significant private retail
provision, and the society had grown with the town. Thus in
1894 it was estimated that around 75 per cent of Crewe’s
11

retail trade passed through the society’s hands. But co-

operation also took root in many other industrial towns which
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were of much older foundation with their own established
private retail sector. Indeed it was in such towns in the
textile districts that some of the earliest and most
successful stores were located. Figures indicate that after
around half a century of growth societies in individual of
the textile towns had made major inroads into the 1local
retail trade. In 1892 it was noted that 75 per cent of
workers 1in 0Oldham dealt with the five societies trading
within the borough.12 By 1909 the Bolton society had captured
a similar percentage of the town’s total retail trade.13
Comparison of the level of co-operative membership as a
percentage of total population in the 0Oldham and Bolton
enumeration districts with neighbouring areas suggests that
co-operation was equally successful i1n other towns including
Bury, Rochdale, Dewsbury, Halifax and }-h.Jclder‘s‘("ield.“+

It cannot be that co-operative progress was achieved 1in
the virtual absence of competition from other traders in the
textile towns. Chapter Seven 1included discussion of one
aspect of private retail provision in established centres.
The number of private shops and the quality of service they
provided failed at times to meet the expectations of a
growing population, but tHe evidence 1s equilivocal as to
precisely when and where such problems were met. But a more
basic point cannot be doubted; as population increased so did
total consumer demand, providing scope for new entrants into

retail trade. Doubts as to the comprehensiveness of data make

it difficult to quantify changes i1n shop numbers exactly and
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comparisons across space as well as time are likely to cause
particular difficulties. The quoted figures are more a guide
to the scale of change than an exact delineation. The most
likely outcome of data deficiencies is the exaggeration of
the size of any increase; real growth being compounded by
improvements in the coverage of successive directories.
However, the overall trends are clear.

Aggregate figqures for the growth of shop numbers in six
northern towns including some of the earliest and strongest
co-operative centress show an increase of over 133 per cent
1B21-51 and a further 70 per cent growth in the following
thirty years.lS Some individual centres showed even greater

increases. Between 1823 and 1851 the number of shops recorded

for Huddersfield grew from 185 to 6183 in the thirty years to

1881 the latter total nearly doubled to reach 1,806.16' Food
shops, serving the market which co-operation chiefly
penetrated, made a significant contribution to the general
increase. Table 8.2 calculated from data presented in

Alexander 1970 for ten urban areas shows that in most cases
the increase in food shops was similar in percentage terms to
the proliferation of all shops.

Where growing shop numbers reflected an expanding market,
it was easier for co-operation, like any new retailer to
attract trade and thus establish itself. Although there was

obviously a decline in the share of the market held by

private retailers in toto, there was still scope for
individual traders to increase their takings. Thus young co-
operatives may not have been pitched into direct
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Table B8.2. Growth of Shop Numbers, Ten Selected Towns, c1834-
S30.(17)

A) All Shops

Town Date No. of Date No. of % Increase
Shops Shops
Liverpool 1834 3401 1851 9734 69
Manchester 1834 3233 1851 6633 105
Leeds 1834 1972 1848 2547 62
Bolton 1834 491 1851 881 79
York 1834 &8 1848 1120 b4
Carlisle 1834 394 1848 616 56
Leicester 1835 1080 1850 1564 43
Nottingham 1835 1795 18350 2351 31
Narwich 1837 1029 1851 1409 37
Mer thyr 1835 199 1830 618 211

B) Food Shops

Liverpool 1834 1645 1851 2970 56
Manchester 1834 1613 1851 3137 5
Leeds 1834 772 1848 1242 61
Bolton 1834 2&62 1851 472 80
York 1834 324 1848 535 65
Carlisle 1834 19<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>