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NINETEENTH CENTURY CO-0OPERATIVE RETAILING IN ENGLAND AND
WALES: A GEOGRAPHICAL APPROACH.
by Martin Purvis
St. John’s College, Oxford
Thesis submitted for the degree of D. Phil., Trinity Term
1987.
ABSTRACT

The thesis reconstructs and analyses the changing
geographical strength of co-operative retailing in England
and Wales ¢1820-1901. It charts the spatial and temporal
distribution of all recorded society foundations during this
period. From 1862 onwards the changing pattern of co-
operative membership 1is presented. The distribution of
society foundations by settlement size is investigated. The
analysis of the pattern of co-operative growth - including
the setbacks suffered as some societies failed to establish
themselves permanently - draws ideas from and extends upon
the existing 1literature on the geographical diffusion of
innovations. The importance of the circulation of information
— distinguishing basic awareness of the idea of co-operation
and the practical knowledge necessary for its execution - is
studied. This suggests the importance of printed sources in
rapidly and widely extending awareness but their limitations
in providing the knowledge necessary for practical
operations.

Factors deriving from the relative location of adopting
centres and their access to information must be supplemented
by consideration of the specific character of these places.
In particular the significance of local conditions of retail
trade 1s asserted together with the importance of wider
social and economic circumstances as an influence on the
potential for the development of collective working class
initiative. Variations in the conditions of work and
residence are examined as forces underlying the development
attitudes amongst workers, the internal cohesion of the
working class and its relationship with the middle and upper
class establishment; all of which had a bearing on the extent
to which co-operation was seen as a desirable and practical
exercise within individual settlements.
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NINETEENTH CENTURY CO-OPERATIVE RETAILING IN ENGLAND AND
WALES: A GEOGRAPHICAL APPROACH.
by Martin Purvis
St. John’s College, Oxford
Thesis submitted for the degree of D. Phil., Trinity Term

1987.

EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The thesis reconstructs and analyses the changing
geographical strength of co-operative retailing in England
and Wales ¢1820-1901. Study of the spatial and temporal
pattern of the proliferation of societies demonstrates the
importance of several periods of particular enthusiasm for
the foundation of new co-operatives: ¢1828-32, c1839-42, and
c1897-62. In intervening years there was often stagnation and
during the eighteen thirties retreat, but it is suggested
that the decline of co-operation in this latter period has
been overstated in previous accounts.

The vyears ¢c1830, c1860 and to a slightly lesser extent
c1840 saw not only a sharp increase 1n society numbers but
also the wideranging geographical spread of experimentation
with co-operative trading. In the late twenties and early
thirties co-operation spread from London and the south coast
to the Midlands and took firm root in the industrial North-
West and West Riding. It was principally from a base in these
northérn areas that the pace of expansion was temporarily

increased cl1lB840 with a larger and more enduring resurgence of

Xix



interest from the later eighteen fifties.

The rapid and widespread proliferation of societies i1s a
testimony to the activities of co-operative propagandists in
supplementing the normal circulation of information to spread
awareness of the idea, and the interest that their message
aroused. Less impressive was the failure of many societies to
prosper in a particular settlement once established. Returns
of society membership totals available from 1862 onwards
confirm that even after the last wave of foundations when the
national co-operative membership grew consistently, progress
in many localitiés was halting. A substantial number of
societies failed completely while still small and vyoung.
Those in southern England, the West Midlands and Wales were
generally more prone to failure than their counterparts
elsewhere. Although societies were founded in all regions
during the late fifties and sixties the translation of this
framework into a substantial and enduring co-operative body
was a lengthy process in these southern districts. By
contrast in the North and the South-East Midlands where the
foundations of ¢c1860 were also the effective start of
regional co-operative development, success was more readily
achieved with many of the earliest societies enjoying a3 long
life and consistent growth.

Consideration of the geography of co-operative membership
during the last four decades of the nineteenth century
confirms the general strength of societies in the industrial

north. Although all other regions also saw overall expansion

XX



of membership during this period their growth was both lesser
and 1less consistent. Expansion was especially erratic 1in
Wales and the West Midlands which suffered years of absolute
loss of membership particularly during the general economic
depression of the later seventies and eighties. London was
also distinguished by its limited advance despite numerous
attempts to establish societies.

Examination at a finer spatial scale reveals intra-
regional variations in co-operative strength. Iﬁdividual
societies performed well in locations geagraphically removed
and rather different in social and economic character from
the industrial districts with which co-operation i1s chiefly
assaociated. Not that there was a uniformity of success 1n
areas with an industrial base. Within the textile districts
there was local variation in co-operative strength. Elsewhere
in Lancashire there was limited westward extension of
interest into mining communities or onto Merseyside. Of the
country’s other coalfields the North-East was distinctive in
the high degree of co-operative success. Progress was much
more modest in Staffordshire and South Wales.

Brief analysis of the localities establishing co-
operatives shows a degree of variety in the course of co-
operative spread. Although all major towns and cities saw
early attempts at co-operation it was not necessarily the
case that the first introduction of the innovation to a new
area was found in 1its largest urban centre. Societies
commonly proliferated rapidly amongst medium-sized and

smaller industrial settlements. Indeed it was in these last
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types of centre that co-operation often achieved its greatest

success.
Citiesy, particularly some of those in the north - Leeds,
Manchester, Newcastle - were the home of several of the

county’s largest societies in absolute terms. However, the
relative success of such societies measured by their share of
total retail trade within their cities or the proportion of
the local population recruited as co-operators, was much less
than in many of their smaller neighbours. In these terms co-
operation was weak in the larger centres, especially so in
London, Birmingham-and Liverpool.

Presentation of the geaographical pattern of co-operative
development is followed by an explanatory analysis. The
structure of this derives fraoam and extends upon ideas
contained 1in the literature on the spatial diffusion of
innovations. Contemporary descriptions of the stimulation of
co—operative spread by knowledge of previous examples accords
with the stress placed in theoretical writings on the r6le of
information diffusion in the process of innovation adoption.
The case of co-operation also confirms the need for a
disaggregated view of information flow involving
consideration of its content as well as its overall sgpatial
pattern. It is useful to distinguish between basic awareness
of an idea and the practical knowledge required to attempt
its execution; differentiating the sources which convey
particular types of information. Moreover, it must be

remembered that information availability is only a part of a
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more complex and extended process of innovation adoption.
Where co-operative progress was frustrated it commonly
reflected a combination of inadequate information and
practical difficulties.

The early upsurges of co-operative experimentation were
times when the circulation of information increased
considerably with the growing number of foundations and the
greater publicity héving a mutually reinforcing effect.
Particularly important was notice in newspapers and journals
- some of them specifically co-operative — and in the later
eighteen fifties interest was aroused by the publication of
Holyocake’s history of the Rochdale Pioneers’ society. Such
printed sources could be rapidly and widely distributed to
supplemeﬁt the circulation of information through the
movement of population in the course of everyday activity.

While it 1i1s difficult to reconstruct the pattern of
circulation of co-operative information individual instances
do confirm the general impression that awareness of the idea
would have been spread more quickly and widely than the
distribution of co-operative foundations might suggest.
Reaction to the idea might be belated,; non-existant or end in
failure. In part the absence of an automatic tramnsition from
awareness of co-operation to a successful and enduring store
reflected inadequate knowledge of the technicalities of the
operation of a retail business. The necessary detailed
information was not initially readily available from widely
circulated printed information sources. It 1s suggested that

such information was most easily acquired by societies
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developing close to established stores which acted as
examples and sources of locally specific and appropriate
advice. Isolated attempts were disadvantaged by reliance on
advice from more distant or general sources which did not
always directly address their particular situation. Attempts
made later in the century to improve guidance could not
offer a cdmplete solution to the information needs of infant
societies. Measures adopted included both the increased
production of printed material and efforts to develop a co-
ordinated service of propaganda and advice. Such attempts to
ease co—operativé expansion generally found it difficult to
ensure provision in areas of weakness where they were most
needed. 'Co-operative societies were in the main pre—-occupied
with strengthening their own local position and were without
enthusiasm for the devotion of funds to wider schemes of
extension. Thus initiative in the development of propaganda
and advisory bodies sometimes passed to middle class liberals
and working class groups such as agricultural trades unions
outside the co-operative mainstream.

The geography of co-operative development is not wholly
explicable in terms of access to information. Local responses
reflected differing perceptions of the advantage it would
bestow. It was potentially particularly attractive in
circumstances where existing private retail provision was
unsatisfactory. It was sometimes a specific decline of
standards in private retailing leading to the application of

existing knowledge about co-operation, not the receipt of
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fresh information which determined the time of developments.

In areas with a steady growth of working class population
an expanding consumer demand often inadequately met by
existing shopkeepers created not only an incentive to
establish co-operatives but also a degree of freedom to
permiﬁ their consolidation and success. Expanding societies
achieved some influence over the local conduct of retail
trade. Their réle in the setting of prices and profit margins
allowed them to offer a combination of prices and dividends
on purchases which was most likely to attract new members who
often, of financial necessity, judged co-operative
performance in practical terms. As the level of dividends
rose during the the period 1862-1901 there was increasing
divergenée between rates paid by weak and strong societies.
The geographical pattern of differentials in the level of
profits and dividends echoed that of co-operative strength.
Low dividends reflected both past failure of a society to
establish itself and its future difficulties in changing this
position of weakness. The lack of a generous dividend
deprived a society of one of its chief means of attracting
new members.

In many of the towns of southern England scope for new
entrants into the retail market was limited as population and
consumer demand were relatively stable. In the largest cities
fierce competition in retail markets produced a high casualty
rate amongst individual enterprises, both private and co-
operative. All retailers in larger centres faced high

operating costs and the squeezing of profit margins,
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conditions making it difficult for co-operatives to offer
attractive dividends. The organisational structure of co-
operatives also caused problems in larger centres; as
independent local ventures societies invariably started with
modest resources and so found it difficult to establish
themselves in large or competitive markets. Efforts to
overcome this problem by collective subscriptions of capital
from retail societies throughout the country to establish new
stores were unsuccessful. They drew half-hearted support from
co-operators unwilling to abandon their tradition of local
independence.

This independence reflected the nature of co-operation as
not simply a commercial venture but also an exercise 1in
working class self-help. The strength of societies was also a
reflection of working class communality; its internal

cohesion and collective will to resist those who opposed its

interest. Opposition to co-operative came chiefly from
shopkeepers who sometimes went beyond straightforward
competition in their attempts to discredit and break

societies financially. Some employers were also hostile to
co-operation.

Co-operation helped to reinforce working class collective
identity but itself needed a base from which to spring. There
was no automatic transfer of initiative in popular
institutions from one sphere to another. Earlier small and
unstable working class bodies were not a good foundation for

co-operatives and there were also fears of competition for
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attention between different types of activity. Individual
examples do, however, show existing working class
institutions as providing the nucleus for co-operatives. Also
important were groupings formed within larger individual
workplaces, perhaps reinforced by an overlap of community of
wor k »and residence. Strong and relatively enduring communal
ties did not guarantee co-operative success but they were the
conditions under which it was most commonly achieved.

The expansion of societies was more difficult where there
was a high rate of residential mobility ocutside the framework
of the cohesive . workgroup formed in large factories and
mines. Such circumstances partly underlay co-operative
weakness 1in London. Although men from workshop trades
successzIIy supported societies in some lesser centres,
particularly the shoemaking villages of the East Midlands,
the small-scale workshop groupings were swamped in the
largest cities. Moreover, the economic diversity of trades in
a centre of the size of London or Birmingham tended te
engender a divisive trade particularism. In addition to
workshop trades London’s employment structure included
substantial numbers of casual workers, including dockers,
those in the sweated trades and domestic servants; all groups
which were difficult to incorporate within collective working
class activity. In part this reflected their geographical
scattering by contrast with the grouping of the large
workplace but the circumstances of work also had wider
consequences for the development of attitudes including those

about expenditure and saving which directly impinged on co-
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operation. Regularity of work and of income, commonly linked
with employment in the mechanised factories, are suggested as
encouraging attitudes sjmpathetic towards co-operation by
contrast with the erratic incomes and opportunism that was
particularly associated with the survival of pre-—-industrial
practices and with casual work. Those employed under the
truck system and some schemes with long intervals between
payments also found the development of co-operation
difficult.

The scale of economic units influenced that of the
workers? response; Where smaller units were common ideas of
individual mgterial and social advance were pursued. By
contrast - collective attempts at advancement - including co-
operation - were a more practical response where substantial
factories and mines were the norm.

The changing geography of co-operative strength can be
analysed satisfactorily only within a multi-faceted
explanatory framework. This takes account of factors which

relate to both an individual adopting centre’s relative

location in space - thus the likely pattern of its receipt of
various types of information - and to the character of the
place itself. Place characteristics reflect both the

commercial circumstances within which co-operative stores
were operating and the social and economic conditions which
determined the degree of internal cohesion of the working
class, the attitudes of workers to immediate matters such as

expenditure and consumption, and their longer term view of
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the potential for their advancement; and the balance of power
between workers and the upper and middle class establishment.
It is only by combining all these strands that a complete
explanation can be attempted of the strength of co-operation
in the clusters of smaller and medium—sized settlements in
northérn industrial districts, its lesser success 1n the
largest cities, in parts of the Midlands and South Wales, in

most market towns and ports and in much of the countryside.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION: GEOGRAPHY , HISTORY AND THE STUDY OF
CO-OPERATIVE RETAILING.



In their study of the consumers’ co-ocperative movement

published in 1921 Sidney and Beatrice Webb wrote

A hundred years hence ... school textbooks and learned

treatises will give more space to consumers’ co-

operation, its constitution and ramifications, than to

the rise and fall of political parties or the

bersonalities of successive Prime Ministers.1
Some sixty five years later there appears very little sign of
movement towards fhe fulfilment of this prediction. The Webbs
expected increased academic interest to parallel expansion of
the co-operative sector of the economy, a process which
itself shows no prospect of yet achieving the replacement of
the capitalist system for which they hoped. The current
status of co-operation and its progress since the nineteen
twénties are not really a concern.of the present work which
deals with expansion during the nineteenth century. It 1is
interesting to note, however, that the growth of the
Victorian period continued during the first half of the
present century. In the nineteen fifties and sixties the pace
of expansion of co-operative retailing was slower and by the
end of the latter decade national membership of consumers’
societies was in decline.a

During the period since World War Two there has been

expansion of interest in co-operation in other sectors which

were previously of much lesser importance than the mainstay



of retailing. The number of societies involved with the
supply of agricultural materials, the harvesting and
marketing of agricultural produce, manufacturing, and housing
associations have increased significantly.3 However, the co-
operative sector remains only a small proportion of the total
economy. In some cases, moreover, progress has had more to do
with the general weakness of the economy than with any
upsurge of faith in co-operative principles. As with many
previous productive ventures the new workers’ co-operatives
have frequently been started only as a last resort in trades
that are already experiencing difficulties, as an often all
too brief alternative to closure and unemployment. Such a
record suggests co-operative advance by default; any threat
to prevéiling capitalism comes from its own fragility rather
than the dynamism of the co-operative alternative.

As with its implementation 1in practice the Webbs?
expectations of a greatly enlarged scholarly interest in
either the present state of the co-operative sector or its
history have not been  fully realised. Contemporary
developments are receiving increasing attention but with
specific regard to the study of nineteenth century growth
which is the concern here, co-operation has not been a major
beneficiary of the expansion of interest in labour history
and the wider social and economic conditions of workers. The
various discussions of working class culture invariably and

rightly note the importance of co-operation amongst their

listings of the 1institutional expressions of popular



initiative. It is present, for example, in Raymond Williams’
well known identification of working class culture with
the basic collective idea, and the institutions, manners
and habits of thought and intentions which proceed from

4
this.

Yet within any overall discussion of working class activities
co—operation has the status of a poor relation: a presence to
be acknowledged rather than an acquaintance wor th
cultivating.

Scholars requiring published material on the development
of the nineteenth century movement still have to rely on a
small number of bésic sources, few of them now particularly
recent. The most useful remains G.D.H.‘ Cole’s 1944 book A

S
Century 'of Co-operation. Bonner’s subsequent work British

— —— — —— — —— ——— —— — ——— o S m—— — — — — —— —

Co-operation adds little to existing knowledge of nineteenth

century progress being principally a textbook for co-
operation’s own educational activities rather than a
6

presentation of detailed research. The coverage given in

H

these books of developments during the eighteen twenties and
thirties may be supplementéd by the work of Musson, Pollard
and Garnett.7 There are also several studies of the
involvement of the Christian Socialists with co-operation
during the early eighteen fifties.e Some attention has been
given to various manifestations of co-operation in the work
of historians such as Thompson, Foster, Tholfsen and Kirk,
which helps to set them in the wider context of the changing

9

currents of working class radicalism and reformism.

Inevitably, however,; such studies can give only 1limited



notice to co-operation per se and tell us more about the
ideological motivation of the vociferous minority of its
leaders than they do about the operations of local societies
in practice or the attractions they exercised for ordinary
people.

The handful of post-war references can be increased by a
return to the older staples of co-operative history. The
earliest of these is G.J. Holyoake’s two volume History of

Co-operation. The record it presents 1is, however, to . be
approached with more than usual caution.lo Rather less
controversial is The Cozoperative Movement in Great Britain
by Beatrice Potter (Webb). Other studies deal more
specifically with productive activities and wholesaling.
These. selected works contain important information but
even collectively they do not give a clear and balanced
picture of the development of the movement. There is little
attention to 1its routine expansion: the proliferation of
societies, the mechanics of their foundation and the 1local
impact of their activities. Rather, attention has been given
to institutional development at the highest 1levels, the
establishment of new co-operative sectors of business and the
histories of a few specific operations. There has been only
limited attempt to outline statistically the dimensions of
co-operation and the absence of a %ull system of referencing
in many of the older works makes it difficult to establish

the basis of some of the general statements offered as an

alternative. Moreover, as will be shown later, in some



respects the standard accounts are misleading as records of
co-operative progress. It would seem a profitable advance to
correct such misapprehensions and to attempt to balance the
standard narrative approach with some analytical examination
of the varying degrees of success which the movement achieved
over space and time.

Much has already been written about co-operation within
particular localities. Hundreds of studies of 1individual
societies have been produced for distribution amongst theilr
membership as part of celebrations to mark the achievement of
a milestone such as the fiftieth ammiversary of a society’s
foundation.13 While such studies all doubtless pleased the
original 1local audience for which they were intended their
competence as pieces of historical writing varied
considerably. Some were rather disorganised presentations of
only the sketchiest details of a society’s progress, but the
best are valuable early examplesvof local history,; often
drawing on sources which are no longer available. Even the
latter suffer, however, from the lack of contextual materialj
the progress of the individual society is charted with little
reference to the experience of other consumers’ co-
operatives, the development of the movement as a whole or
wider changes in the social and economic position of workers.

It is this 1last point which is perhaps the chief
limitation of published co-operative history. As a
consequence of the restricted academic, as opposed to

popular, attention to the movement, the very local focus and

the relative age of much of the work there has been 1little



interaction between historical writing on co-operation and
developments in disciplines such as history, geography and
economics. The study of co-operation would gain from a view
informed by wider historical debate. There would also be a
beneficial feedback in the refinement of the now rather
hackneyed picture of the movement presented in many
textbooks which still perforce draw on elderly specialist
studies, repeating generalisations which have gone unexamined
for decades. Against such a background there are some signs
of discontent with the present state of knowledge about
nineteenth century co—operation.lq However, the substantive
result of this interest has been limited. It remains true
that
We still need a rounded accouﬁt of co-operation and the
co-operative movement.15
In part the limited interest in the study of co-operation
may rvreflect the absence of any dramatic progress in its
practical execution; the Webbs saw the two developments as
iinked. Their enthusiasm for the sub ject perhaps led to an
overoptimistic view of co-operation’s prospects as an agency
of social and economic change. By contrast the rather prosaic
nature of the routine activity of shopkeepiﬁg may have
contributed to the relative neglect of the movement. As a
topic it perhaps lacks the immediate impact or appeal of
battles fought by 1labour 1leaders in the political and

industrial spheres which are the focus of much historical

study. But this runs the risk of undervaluing the importance



of co-operation for many ordinary people.

Al though their opinions were rather differently
articulated and were frequently more rooted in the
practicalities of family budgeting many of the Webbs’
working class contemporaries identified strongly with their
local co-operative societies. At its most basic this was
displayed in a loyalty to the stores in purchasing

My father used to come in and say "Who bought that ...?"
jam or whatever it was on the table. And it wasn’t co-op

see.... He said "I want nothing on my table but co-
16
op.ll

Most consumers who‘chose to shop at a co-operative did so for
primarily financial reasons: their links to the movement were
cemented by the advantage of the dividend and a feeling that
the stores provided a better service than did private
retailers. This was reinforced by an identification with co-
operation as the peoples’ "own" shops, a concern in which the
individual worker had a stake in ownership and management in
addition to being a customer. One tangible expression of such
associations was the society histories noted above. These
were wusually quite handsomely produced and serve as a
reminder of local pride in a society’s achievements.

A proportion of the membership became more actively
involved in the affairs of their society, a minority through
election to official postss; a larger number by participation
in the various enterprises and events developed by the more
dynamic societies as a complement to their primary role 1in

retailing. In some cases this involved co-operative provision



in other areas such as housing and welfare which accounted
for much of working class expenditure beyond the basics of
food, household goods and clothing. The most common extension
of co-operation was 1into the .areas of education and
entertainment, collective activities which reinforced bonds
between members as well as strengthening the tie between the
individual and the institution of the 1local society. Co-
operatives organised tea parties, concerts and outings in
addition to more serious lectures and classes. The foundation
of the Women’s Co-operative Guild in 1883 provided one of the
earliest forums for the meeting of working class women which
went beyond simple sociability to discussion and campaigning
on 1issues of reform both within co-operation itself and on
wider matters such as suffrage, divorce and health care.17
For some individuals the Guild had a transforming influence
on their lives
It is impossible to say how much I owe to the Guild. It
gave me education and recreation.... From a shy, nervous
woman, the Guild made me a fighter.18
The foundation and principal operations of co-operatives
arose from the immediate concerns of working people; most
obviously the quality and quantity of the return they
received for the spending on food which farmed a major part
of most working class budgets.lq The disparity between
general living standards 1n the late twentieth century and

those of the nineteenth make it difficult to appreciate fully

the former importance of food as a popular social and



political issue, particularly during the earlier decades of
the nineteenth century. The campaign for the repeal of the
Corn Laws was one of the major political concerns of the
second quarter of the century. Amongst ordinary workers more
widely cast reform movements seem to have acquired much of
their popularity because 1in the new society which they
promised there would be an abundance of cheap food. O0One
street ballard anticipated very down to earth advantages from
the passage of the Charter

And when that the Charter, 0ld England has got,

We’ll have stunning good beer at three half pence a pot:

A loaf for a<penny, a pig for a crown

And gunpowder tea at S5 farthings a pound:

Instead of red herrings,; we’ll live on fat geese,

And lots of young women at two pence a piece.eo
With the probable exception of the last of these co-operative
storekeeping offered a means of achieving similar ends
directly without the need to attempt the wider social
transformation which consistently eluded working class
campaigners.

Indeed the disillusionment resulting from the setbacks
exper ienced by popular radicalism, particularly Chartism, in
the eighteen thirties and forties has been suggested as
contributing to the creation of a favourable climate for the
growth of more limited reformist movements including co-
operation.81 But other aspects of the wider changes 1in the

social and economic condition of the working class have been

invoked to account for the tranmsition from radicalism to

10.



reformism around mid century. Some of these had a
particularly direct bearing on food supply, consumption and

thus the growth of co-operation. As the material reward of

workers generally improved - Figs. 1.1 and 1.2 show the
falling trend of retail prices and the rise in wages during
the second half of the century - their concern became less

with ensuring a simple sufficiency of food and more with its
quality. The overall composition of the diet changed as
demand for grain and potatoes remained stable while
consumption of meat and other animal products increased.82
Moreover, workers became increasingly reluctant to see any

advance of wages negated by malpractice in private trade,

particularly adulteration and the selling of short weight.

This, it has been suggested, was an important part of the
23

appeal of co-operation for more prosperous workers. Thus

the foundation of co—-operatives reflected different

circumstances in different locales; they were sometimes a
response to the immediate pressures of poverty and the need
to cut expenditure, and elsewhere a consequence of increased
prosperity and a desire to improve living standards.

In the longer term the expansion of co-operation was
chiefly associated with the improved material conditions of
large sections of the working class. Indeed the geography of
co-operative development during the second half of the
nineteenth century perhaps offers some rough guidance to that
of working class living standards. The national growth of co-

operative membership and sales in England and Wales charted

11.



Retail Price Index, 1855-99.

Source: Feinstein 1972, T140.

Earnings Index, 1855-99.

Source: Feinstein 1972, T140.




on Figs. 1.3 and 1.4 should be set against the background of
the general increase in consumer demand. This reflected not
just population expansion but also per capita growth as
earnings improved.aq The pace of co-operative growth,
however, outstripped that of overall consumption as the
movement increased its share of the national retail market.
In the absence of statistics for overall retail trade before
the present century it is impossible to indicate in detail
the extent or growth of co-operation’s market share. Jefferys
has suggested that it rose from c2-3 per cent of total sales
in 1875 to cb6-7 per cent by 1900.25 A comparison of the pace
of growth of co;operative sales against that of total
consumer expenditure 1870-99 confirms the more rapid
expansion of the former (Fig. 1.5), although the differences
may be slightly exaggerated by a possible overestimation of

26
consumer expenditure in the early years of the series.

II

Having introduced' the general topic of the nineteenth
century co-operative movement there is now a need to define
more precisely the issues to be addressed by the present work
and the manner in which it will be structured. What follows
is not and makes no claim to be the rounded account of co-
operation that Hollis socught, but it does attempt to present
a more detailed and analytical account of the expansion of
the co-operative movement than previously available, within a
framework that is informed by recent studies in history

and geography. Attention 1is largely restricted to the
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Co-operative Retail Society Membership in England and
Wales, 1862-99.

Source: Annual Returns of the Funds and Effects of
Industrial and Provident Societies for 1862-67 & 1870-99.
See bibliography for full details and Appendix One for a
discussion of this source material.
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1.4. Co-operative Retail Society Annual Sales for England and
Wales, 1862-99,.

Source: As Fig. 1.3




Tndices of Growth of Co-operative Sales in England and
Wales, 1862-99, and of Consumer Expenditure in the UK,

1870-99.

Source: Co-operative Sales Index calculated from data
presented on Fig. 1.4; Consumer Expenditure Index from
Feinstein 1972, T14.




consumers’ societiess co-operatives formed for other
purposes, mainly productive, are treated only where they
impinge on the main theme. 1In this focus the present work
echoes the bias of British co-operation in practice.
Independent producers societies have rarely proved large or
enduring.87 It is not without a certain appropriateness that
their number briefly included the London-based Co-operative
Millétone Manufacturers. It was the consumers’ societies,
through federal organisations such as the Co-operative
Wholesale Society (CWS), which developed the most successful
productive operations to supply their own stock. These,
however, were usually organised on lines 1little different
from conventional joint-stock companies and lacked the
featuresl of profit sharing and industrial democracy which
characterise true workers’ co-operatives.

The focus then 1is very much on societies whose chief
function was in retailing, indeed principally on the work of
these societies as retailers. It is not possible within the
confines of the present work to make any detailed use of the
local records of the social, educational, welfare, housing
and investment activities of individual societies. This is a
matter of some regret as there is clearly much interesting
material that could and should be presented to a wider
audience. It would be shortsighted to pretend that the study
which follows is not the poorer for its enforced exclusion.

It seems important, however, that some sense of priorities

should be introduced into any consideration of a topic as
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potentially diverse as co-operation. A knowledge of its basic
dimensions, an outline of its expansion across time and
space; are first essentials providing the platform on which
to base subsequent more detailed treatments of particular
aspects of co-operative operations. It is the provision of
this platform which is a major task of the present thesis.
There is a need for a study of co-operation that is
national in scope - here defined as England and wales88 -
thus breaking away from the particularism of the host of
existing local studies, and even the impression created by
some of the more wideranging work by academics which tends to
consider co—oper;tion only in the context of industrial
northern England. While societies were undoubtedly strongest
in such' districts they were by no means so spatially
confined. At the same time it is important to concentrate
attention on co-operative growth through the foundation and
expansion of ordinary societies. Hollis’ prescription for
future studies of the movement included a call for work which
would give
a stronger sense of what co—operation meant to those who
were not luminaries of the central board or directors of
the CWS; the regional strength and loyalties of co-
operation, the nature of its membership, its links with
other styles of self-—help....29
It appears in effect that a request is being made for a
social geographical treatment of co-operation and this is

substantially the approach adopted here.

The thesis presents a reconstruction of the changing
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geographical strength of consumers’ co-operation; attention
is chiefly focussed on the last four decades of the
nineteenth century. However, the delimitation of this period
is largely a matter of convenience rather than reflecting any
decisive events within co-operation itself. The starting
point for detailed study 1is determined by the first
availability of the series of annual collected statistics of
membership and sales in 1862, but a particular effort is made
to stress the continuity of co-operative ideas and activity
in certain areas over the previocus forty years. Thus the
material in Chapter Two which examines the scale and
character of co-operative retailing in the first half of the
century 1is an important part of the work as a whole. The
termination of the study 1is perhaps more a matter of
convention; 19201 marks the end of the century and of the
Victorian era. In the case of co-operation it also saw the
publication of an investigation of the movement by the Board
of Trade which proved a useful initial information source for
the present work and which provides a cross-sectional view
against which to measure the growth of the previous
30

decades.

Chapters Three and Four are chiefly concerned with the
presentation of the pattern of co-operative growth, firstly
by the foundation of individual societies and secondly by a
consideration of the changing distribution of co-operative
membership which reflected also the varying degrees of

success achieved by societies in local recruitment. In part
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this work 1is presented within a regional framework, the
outlines of which are indicated on Fig. 1.6. In many respects
the units adopted here conform to the widely used standard
economic regions; some modifications were, however, felt to
be necessary to present a more accurate picture of the
geography of co—operation, a consideration which outweighed
that of direct comparability with other work.

The remainder of the thesis 1is concerned with the
investigation of forces which help explain the changing
distribution of co-operation. In part the approach adopted
reflects past thinking within geography on the diffusion of
innovations. Thus the expansion of the movement is treated
first 1in relation to the spread of information about co-
operation in principle. This is a study which has some wider
relevance as a contribution to an understanding of the
circulation of popular information within nineteenth century
England and Wales. The means of creating awareness of the
idea and practice of co-operation are matched against the
spatial distribution and chronology of its growth in Chapter
Five. The present case, -however, confirms that such an
approach cannot alone provide a satisfactory understanding of
the pattern and process of innovation diffusion. Thus in
Chapters Six to Ten attention 1s turned to the popular
response to the idea of co-operation in the variety of local
contexts within which opinion and practical action were
shaped, and the changing balance between forces which
promoted and retarded the latter. In this attack is made on
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