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Traditionally the labour movement is associated with male workers and issues of wages and production.  In contrast, the co-operative movement is concerned with issues of prices and consumption, with the main source of financial support for the retail societies coming from the female consumer - the so-called “woman with the basket”.  

This paper explores some of the different aspects of the relationship between the co-operative movement and the “woman with the basket” during interwar period.  It discusses three main issues.  It explores the role played by the Co-op in helping women to manage the household economy and how individual societies sought to appeal to female consumers.  Secondly, it discusses how consumption could be intrinsically bound to broader ideological messages and explores the role of women in the attainment of the “Co-operative Commonwealth”.  Finally, the paper considers the opportunities women had, beyond the weekly shop, to participate and engaged with the co-operative movement.

Co-operative society membership gave an entitlement to the dividend - a cash return from the members’ local society at the end of every quarter or half year, in proportion to their purchases.  The dividend was certainly a much-publicised aspect of co-operative trading.  The “divi” often formed a central component in adverts that were used to encourage people, especially working-class housewives, to shop at the Co-op, and they were reminded  that by shopping at the Co-op and supporting their society they were also helping themselves.  For example, an advertisement in the Nottingham edition of the Wheatsheaf proudly called for: ‘Wives wanted to save more by purchasing CWS Productions’.
  Such advertisement, with their emphasis on saving whilst spending, highlighted the dividend as an advantage of, and an incentive for, membership of a co-operative society.  

There are many examples and anecdotes testifying to the notion that the dividend was a much valued aspect of co-operative membership.  Thousands of co-operators looked to the dividend to cover a variety of expenses.  Some allowed it to accumulate and used it for luxuries (such as a holiday), whilst for others it was an invaluable extra income that was used to buy necessities.
  

Melanie Tebbutt, in her work on pawnbroking and working class credit, has stressed how the management of household resources was generally considered a woman’s responsibility, and that regulating the household expenditure could involve a complex juggling of various demands of credit payments, burial insurance, rent, food bills and other necessities of family life.
  The dividend could prove to be essential to the family economy, with some using their dividend in order to pay rent.  The value of the dividend became more prominent during times of hardship.  During periods of war, the magazines of individual retail societies remained housewives that many goods were under government price controls, so the same price for products would be paid at a private shop and a co-op store, but at the latter they would also get full dividend on all purchases.

Similarly, during the turbulent economic times of the 1930s, the surplus money divided amongst the members was said to ‘demonstrate the true worth and value to the member of “Co-operation”’.  The housewife concerned with making the most of her money, was reminded that during times of ‘wise spending’, she must get the utmost value of every penny.  In addition to getting the finest quality for the price and a guarantee of reliability, the housewife also received the dividend, and in this way by shopping at the local Co-op, the housewife was able to ‘make her money buy more’.

The notion of creating savings for consumers, and not debts, was a central element of the Rochdale Pioneers’ philosophy.  The co-operative method of trading promoted thrift in the sense that it encouraged members to save money automatically by allowing the dividend to accumulate in their share capital account.  The notion of “saving as you spend” was used by local societies to encourage loyalty from housewives who sought to regulate the household expenditure.  This message was explicitly conveyed in an advertisement used by the Birmingham Society that stated:

only a cuckoo lays its eggs in other birds’ nests.  Wise housewives know that they can save a golden nest egg by trading with the BCS and allowing their dividends to mount up.  Don’t be a cuckoo.  Trade the Co-operative way and “feather” your own nest.

Thus, as J.A. Hough argues, the dividend on purchases provided ‘a means whereby greater numbers of members may save, who, in a large number of instances, would not have the ability to save’.

This emphasis placed on the dividend has led some historians to conclude that the dividend and the opportunity to save money, as opposed to any ideological considerations, was the key attraction of co-operative membership.  It can be argued, however, that the dividend itself was at the very heart of co-operative ideology.  The dividend was the means whereby the profit, or surplus, from trade was distributed equally among members and in this respect was a means of differentiating the co-operative system of trading from other methods.  Through the dividend, this central and pragmatic aspect of the ideology of the movement was conveyed.

Although a national movement, it was not just the agendas of national leaders and committees that shaped and influenced the activities of individual co-operative societies.  The co-operative movement possessed, and still posses, a unique democratic structure.  Each individual retail society was owned and controlled by its users who were associated of their own free will for a specific common purpose.
  As such, there are occasions where policies and practices at the grass roots level were projected upwards on to a national platform.  There are instances where the requirements of the “woman with the basket” have caused a change in policy.  This can be seen with the example of credit trading.  One of the central principles of the Rochdale Pioneers (from which the modern day co-operative movement is said to have developed) was a commitment to cash only trading whereby all goods sold and purchased would be paid for at the time of delivery.
  During the early 1920s, a survey was carried out by the London Co-operative Society of a hundred female members within its trading district.  They were asked how they obtained the clothes for their families.  Many confessed that ‘although they went to the Stores for their groceries they obtained drapery and clothing from a Credit Club’ as they could not accumulate lump sums with which to purchase such goods.    The women generally agreed that ‘they paid high prices for low-grade articles’.
  To meet the needs of these members, and despite the principle of cash only trading, a new form of co-operative business was established -  a Mutuality Club.  Thus demonstrating the influence that the female consumer-member could possess.

The second section of the paper discusses how consumption could be bound to broader ideological issues.  A component central to the ideology of the movement was the notion of the Co-operative Commonwealth and the creation of an alternative society. Activists claimed that purchasing products from a Co-op shop represented a conscious decision to advance towards the Co-operative Commonwealth.  Thus the “woman with the basket” had an important role in the drive towards this utopia.

When discussing the membership figures of the movement, activists within the movement claimed that such statistics may appear 

dull and lifeless unless one appreciates what they represent…Every individual contribution, whether in membership, capital or trade, is a voluntary contribution, i.e., a result of a free and willing decision made by an individual person. Every such contribution is an advance toward the Commonwealth.

Sidney and Beatrice Webb and Leonard Woolf, to name but a few, also published work discussing the attainment of a Co-operative Commonwealth.  It was claimed that the Co-operative Commonwealth, a completely new economic society, would evolve when ‘wholesale, commerce, manufacture, finance and agriculture had been taken over by consumers’ co-operative societies owning, controlling and organising them all’.
  Thus to make the concept of the Co-operative Commonwealth a reality required consumer-members to purchase all the goods they needed in a co-operative store.  These goods would be co-operative own brands that had been made in co-operatively owned factories. 

A continued increase in co-operative trade was said to ensure this eventual triumph of co-operation over capitalism.  Pamphlets written by nationally important figures within the movement emphasised that each individual member of a co-operative retail society had an important role to play in this process.  In the pamphlet Women as Organised Consumers, Margaret Llewellyn Davies (general secretary of the Women’s Co-operative Guild) argued that it was the purchases made by the “woman with the basket” who would eventually annihilate the capitalist system of trading.  Thus ‘every bar of soap, every pair of boots brought in a co-operative store is helping to break down capitalists and to destroy autocracy and profit-making in industry’.

At the grass roots level, however, the “woman with the basket” did not necessarily seek to hasten the realisation of the Co-operative Commonwealth by ensuring that all her foodstuffs came from co-operatives sources.  It has been calculated that, in 1930, average expenditure by members of a co-operative society in Birmingham was 10/d per week. 
   This was less than half of the food bill necessary to keep a family of four and indicates that the average co-operative member was not, as Margaret Llewellyn Davies envisaged, ensuring that they purchased everything at their local co-operative retail society in order to hasten the Co-operative Commonwealth’s arrival.  At members’ meetings, local activists encouraged rank-and-file members to purchase more in their co-operative stores and were informed that ‘far too much of what should be co-operative money is passing into the tills of private enterprises’.
  A proportion of those registered as members of a co-operative society were what was known as the “milk, bread and coal” members and tended to buy little else through co-operative organisations. 

An article published in a co-operative journal by an official of the Pacific Co-operative League (San Francisco) argued that ‘the members of co-operative societies in England know that a product with the CWS label on it is necessarily the best qualitatively and quantitatively’.
  Although there were those within the movement who were insistent that only stock made co-operatively should be sold by retail co-operative societies,
 even when consumers did shop at their local co-operative retail store, it is clear from the records of the individual societies that they were not only purchasing co-operative produced and manufactured goods.  The Co-operative News expressed concern that too many of the movement’s membership were purchasing goods that were not of co-operative manufacture and that co-operative factories were not working at full output because of this.
  

Individual retail co-operative societies recorded that they stocked articles other than Co-operative Wholesale Society (CWS) ones because these were the products that members wanted to purchase.  They argued that the member was the key to the situation, and when members would have only co-operatively produced goods, there would be no need for the Society to stock other products.
   It seems, therefore, that a housewife’s decision to buy from a co-operative society did not necessarily represent a conscious decision to advance towards the Co-operative Commonwealth.  

The final section of the paper explores the realms in which women were able to exercise influence and the extent they were able to participate in the co-operative movement.  The 1844 Rules of the Rochdale Pioneers stated that anyone could join the co-operative society provided they were over 16 years of age.  Co-operative societies prided themselves on equality of rights for all members and equality of access through open membership.
  Ellen Furlough has suggested that within the French co-operative movement women were perceived to be consumers per se and, therefore, discouraged from participating in the production, administration or leadership of the movement.
 Julie Des Forges has contributed an interesting analysis of gender relations within the British co-operative movement.  Her study of the Liverpool and Ton Societies highlights the extent to which participation in the managerial and leadership positions could vary between different societies.
 What opportunities did women have to enter into positions of administration and leadership within the British co-operative movement?  

The Women’s Co-operative Guild (established in 1883) was formed by a group of women who believed in Co-operation, but who were disenchanted with its administration, as the movement was almost entirely run by men. They felt that the women, without whose help no society could exist, were deemed useful only for their “basket power”.  The membership of the Women’s Co-operative Guild peaked in 1939 with a membership of 87,246, spread amongst 1,819 branches.
  

This was an organisation that could have a significant impact on the lives of its members.  Meetings were generally held on a weekly basis, and provided members with a means not only of socialising and building a friendly support network, but also an opportunity to develop a variety of skills. George Barnsby described individual guild branches as a 

school of democratic action and empowerment for working class women starting typically with a young, timid, inexperienced housewife and taking her through confidence building states until many were capable of speaking before mass national audiences and taking national and even international positions with the Co-operative and Labour movement.

Branches arranged for lectures to be given on the history and various facets of the co-operative movement, and also topical issues of the day (for example, ‘the Housing Question’).  Lectures of an informative nature were interspersed with afternoons or evenings devoted to reaction in the form of social evenings, dances and whist drives.  In the summer months visits arranged to places of interest, including co-operative productive factories and the Co-operative Wholesale Society factories.  They also promoted charitable work, and were often involved in sponsoring beds and cots in local hospitals.

The Guild certainly gave women a voice within the co-operative movement.  However, somewhat paradoxically, it may have had a negative impact on wider female participation in the administration and leadership within individual societies.  In the sense that in the absence of a separate organisation for women to participate, it is possible that there may have been more pressure to integrate women more fully into the administration and leadership of individual societies.

The composition of Boards of Management were predominately male.  In 1965, Ostergaard and Halsey surveyed the composition of Boards of Management.  In their discussion of how far activists represent the main body of inactive members, Ostergaard and Halsey’s survey of co-operative activists recorded that although two-thirds of all co-operative members were women, this did not equate to a two-thirds majority on the Boards of Management.  They argued that the presence of women on Management Committees was a recent development and one which is typical of the larger societies.  

Certainly during the earlier, interwar period, very few women stood as candidates in the elections for officers for the societies’ Board of Management, and even fewer actually served on the Boards. For example, in one of the societies examined for this paper (the Nottingham Co-operative Society) in 1924 there were a total of twelve nominations for election to the Nottingham Co-operative Society’s board of management, of which only two were women.  Only one of these women was successfully elected.
  An examination of the records of the Birmingham, Leicester, Nottingham and Kettering societies reveal that none of these had female presidents or vice presidents during the interwar period.

In this sense, there seems to have been little change since the period preceding the First World War when it had proved difficult for women to secure positions on committees that were associated with the business side of the movement.  In 1911, one woman’s attempt to be elected on to the managing committee of her local society ended in failure, and she stated that the report of her campaign in the local issues of The Wheatsheaf concluded that ‘we beg of our co-operative women not to make their husbands unhappy by the thought that they may someday be rival candidates for office’.
  Even four decades later, during the 1950s, women’s involvement was still somewhat limited, even in the larger societies.  The Birmingham Society was one of the largest in the country, yet in 1952 only three of the sixteen members of the Birmingham Society Committee of Management were women.  Two of these were the wives of prominent co-operators.
  

When women were involved in the administration and activities of their local retail societies, this was often in the field of education.  Education was a widely-accepted sphere of action for women, and many women served on the education committees of co-operative societies. There were periods when education committees of some of the societies had an equal number of male and female representatives.  It seems that it was deemed acceptable to have female representation on education committees as this was seen as an extension of their ‘nurturing’ role.

From this preliminary examination of women and the co-operative movement, it seems that the main source of financial support for the retailing societies came from the female consumer  - the so-called “woman with the basket” - and Co-operative societies admitted these women to full membership.  In theory, women were able to serve equally in all the elected offices of a society, and the co-operative movement clearly played an important role in helping women to manage the family budget.  

Although women were not perceived solely as consumers, their participation in the administration and leadership of the movement was somewhat restricted.  In this respect, there appears to have been tensions between the image of the co-operative movement with its ideal of ‘democratic consumerism’ and the reality that existed within individual societies.
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