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Foreword

Most of the papers in the CRU series of publications have been
by staff in or directly associated with CRU.

However we have occasionally included studies by authors

outside CRU, where, for one reason or another, conventional
publication channels have been inappropriate or unavailable

and yet the study is clearly a valuable contribution to our
understanding of co-operatives. This study falls in this category.
It examines the changing pattern of democratic participation

in the co-operative wholesale and retail societies, particularly
over the last 3-4 decades making a valuable contribution to our
understanding of the difficult problems of democratic participation
in these relatively large organisations.

Professor Banks is Emeritus Professor of Sociology at Leicester
University. Rob Mears was Professor Banks®™ Research Associate at
Leicester, and is now at Nene College, Northampton.
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Chapter One

THE RISE AND CONSOLIDATION OF CONSUMER SOVEREIGNTY

The world Co-operative Movement - or, at least, that part of it
which is affiliated to the International Co-operative Alliance

- owes allegiance to a slightly modified version of those
principles of moral organisation which were apparently the
dominating ideas of the men and women who formed the Rochdale
Society of Equitable Pioneers in 1844_.(1) These Pioneers for
their part owed allegiance to the community-building vision

of Robert Owen and, indeed, in their original rules affirmed that
"as soon as possible, this Society shall proceed to arrange the
powers of production, distribution, education and government; or,
in other words, to establish a self-supporting home colony of
united interests, or assist other Societies in establishing such
colonies(®@ Owen"s original "Plan for the Relief of the Poor
and the Emancipation of Mankind®™ in 1817 had labelled such home
colonies "Villages of Unity and Mutual Co-operation® and envisaged
tham as inhabited by "from 500 to 1,500 persons, averaging

about 1,000". They were intended primarily to rely upon
agriculture but would contain some buildings “for mechanical

and manufacturing persons®.(@) There was no reference here to
consumption or consumers as such, or to shopping; and it is
clear that the store which the Rochdale Pioneers themselves
established was not only a device merely whereby their more
ambitious aims were to be realised, it was but one amongst
others, for they referred in their rules also to building and
purchasing houses for their members, to the commencement of the
manufacture of articles for the employment of their members, to
the purchase or rent of an estate, or estates, of land to be
cultivated by their members, and to the opening of a temperance
hotel.

Owen"s Plan, of course, was doomed to failure from the start.

In England and Wales alone the population increased from
12,000,236 in 1821 to 15,914,418 in 1841.(4) To succeed in the
aim of creating a whole society composed of villages of unity
and mutual co-operation, the Owenites would have been obliged
to establish on average 195 completely new and quite viable home
colonies every year during this twenty-year period, merely to
have kept up with the growth of population, quite apart from
tackling the equivalent of 12,000 such colonies which constituted
the people already living in the country when Owen launched his
Plan on the world. Some alternative to the community ideal

had obviously to be developed, were the newly experienced
difficulties of the factory workers of nascent industrial
Britain to be met. The Rochdale Pioneers® contribution to this
problem was, unwittingly, the Co-op shop. By 1841 some 45.9

per cent of the total population in England and Wales was
recorded as living in urban areas, not rural villages, and this
proportion increased steadily to 77.9 per cent over the next
sixty years, () while the total more than doubled to 32,527,843
in 1901. That kind of retailing which had been adequate for the
village, the market town, and the small urban communities of the
eighteenth century and earlier had necessarily to be expanded
for this sort of urban population growth; and by the beginning
of the twentieth century the system of large-scale wholesale and
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retail networks, departmental stores and multiple shops was
clearly in evidence, with the Co-operative Wholesale Society
(founded in 1863) and an ever growing number of Co-operative
Retail Societies and Co-op shops prominent in this shopping
complex, (6) possibly because the most consistent and widespread
demand from such a population was for cheap, yet reliable,
groceries for the working-class table.

The Rochdale Pioneers®™ Society itself grew from 28 members in
1844 to 10,613 by 1880, and its sales rose from £710 in 1845 to
£283,655 at the latter date. By this time there were 971 retail
Co-operative Societies in Britain, organised more or less in terms
of the Rochdale Principles, and composed of 547,000 members. In
1901 the comparable figures were 1,438 Societies and 1,793,000
members.(7) As the first chronicler of this growing Movement
emphasised, “the Rochdale Pioneers founded a new form of
Co-operation.... They had no idea of founding a race of grocers,
but a race of men. Communism suffered incarnation iIn their hands,
and the new birth was the co-operative store.” This, to be sure,
was for this particular author "a far lesser creation®, even

if it had achieved much and continued to provide the resources
for activities which exemplified communitarian aims, such as the
provision of educational services for a Society"s members.

Indeed, because the object of the Pioneers, as he interpreted it,
was “"the emancipation of labour from capitalist exploitation”,

he singled out the Co-operative Wholesale Society for special
criticism in terms of not carrying out what for him, and some
other Co-operative critics at that time, was regarded as a
fundamental principle of Owenism, the “division of profits with
labour®. Where the interests of the purchaser were not
recognised by a store or where the interests of the workmen were
not recognised in production, there was from this point of view
no Co-operation and "the assumption of the name is misleading”.

What such critics at the turn of the century claimed was that the
Rochdale Principle of returning to member customers most of the
profit - that is, the surplus left to a Society when its income
over a trading period was balanced against it— expenditure -
calculated in the form of a dividend on these purchases from

it over this trading period, was insufficient. "If the directors
of the Wholesale add to their other great achievements the
revival of participation in the profits of labour in their
productive works, they may increase their profits, command the
goodwi Il of the whole labouring community, and win a more
splendid repute than was accomplished by Robert Owen at

New Lanark®".(@ Although those critics disapproved of it, they
had in fact recognised what had been happening to the Co-operative
Movement as a consequence of its success in the retail field.

The C.W.S. and the retail Societies in their shops, their
bakeries, their dairies and other such production units had
elevated consumers® democracy to become the basis of Co-operation
rather than workers® control.(© The essential characteristic

of this conception, in so far as Co-operative employees were
concerned, was that there was nothing to stop any of them from
becoming a member of the Society which employed him or her - or,
in the case of the C.W.S., of a Society which was a member of
that Society - and by shopping with it to have exactly the same
rights as every other member with respect to receiving dividends
on their purchases, whereas it was never likely to be possible



for every member of such a retail Society to obtain employment

with it, so that those members who were not also employees could

not have equivalent rights to those who were, if some of the surplus
were paid over to the latter as a kind of dividend on wages, on what
their labour had made or saved for the Society. Indeed, the chairman
of the C.W.S. complained to Beatrice Potter in 1889 that many of its
employees already spent the "fair® wages they received in private
shops rather than in those of their local Co-operative Society, the
members of which had provided the funds to make the C.W.S. production
possible; (10) and what was true of the C.W.S. at that time was also
probably true of the employees of the retail Societies, whether they
were occupied in productive departments or were shop assistants.

This should not be read to mean that there was no problem about
the Movement"s relationship with its employees by the turn of
the century. Originally, of course, as in the case of the
Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers, there had been no
employees. Various member volunteers took their turn in the
evening, after work, and at other times, to serve in the store
as part of their personal contribution to the success of the
Society; and they might often enthusiastically “preach self-
denial and prudence to their few stray customers®.(11) The
great expansion in retail Co-operation, however, meant that by
1913 there were 76,863 employees engaged in distribution for
the retail Societies and 24,969 in production and services,
5,601 distributive employees in the C.W.S. and the Scottish
Co-operative Wholesale Society (founded in 1868), and 27,078 in
their production and service departments.(12) "Fair® or not,
the wages of these employees were far from good, even if slightly
better than in the distributive grades generally, where they
were low, where hours were long and conditions of work and
living-in were poor. In the 1880s some Co-operative employees
began to form viable trade unions, coming together eventually
in the north of England to form the Amalgamated Union of
Co-operative Employees in 1895. This body amalgamated with

the Warehouse and General Workers®™ Union, chiefly responsible
for organsing workers in the wholesale trades, whether their
employers were Co-operatives or not, to form the National Union
of Distributive and Allied Workers in 1921; and in its turn
N.U.D.A.W. amalgamated withthe National Amalgamated Union of
Shop Assistants, Warehousemen and Clerks in 1947 to form the
present Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers.

Such development of trade unionism and the collective bargaining
associated with it is of no special concern here. What is much
more relevant for understanding the nature of consumer democracy
are the results of the campaigns by N.U.D.A.W. and the U.S.D.A.W.,
mainly successful by the 1950s, to achieve three important
changes in the status of Co-operative employees; superannuation,
the closed shop, and full membership rights. The last of these
is especially relevant. In 1920, although employees were not
prevented from becoming members of the retail Societies which
employed them, the right of employee members to seek election,
and be elected, to the management committees of these Societies
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was accorded in the rules of 29 Societies only. By 1925 this
number had been raised to 65, and then to 76 in 1929, to 111 in
1939, to 146 in 1945, and 257 in 1955,(13) not wholly perhaps

as a consequence of union agitation but obviously partly in
response to it. The relative size of a Society seems to have
been a major factor in determining whether or not its members
have looked favourably on the idea of removing the barrier on
employee participation of this sort. In 1955, for example, only
21 per cent of Societies with over 20,000 members had a rule
which completely prevented their employees from standing for
election to the management committee, whereas such a rule was
much more common iIn Societies with a smaller number of members,
68 per cent of them at this time. The significance of the rule
lies in the fact that where employees have enjoyed the right

so to stand, some of them have exercised it. That they have
always constituted only a small fraction of the total membership
has not prevented them from contesting elections successfully.
"The employees, in their unions, are better placed than ordinary
members for exercising influence and electoral arrangements
usually facilitate employee voting.... It is no accident that
full membership rights usually lead to boards on which the
employees form a majority".(14)

Yet this has not meant the substitution of some sort of workers*®
control in place of consumers®™ democracy. On the contrary,
probably the most striking characteristic of the employee
members of the management committees of retail Co-operative
Societies is how few of them, relatively speaking, are workers

in the manual, or rank-and-file sense - shop assistants, milk
roundsmen, warehousemen, routine clerks, etc. In 1955, for
example, the results of a questionnaire enquiry demonstrated
that out of a total of 218 employee members of a number of
management committees, 43 were departmental managers and 86
branch managers; that is, nearly 60 per cent of the employee
"representatives” were of managerial status.(5) The N.U.D.A.W.
campaigns, it might reasonably be claimed, seem mostly to have
benefited those employees who were not likely to be members of
that union because they wOre eligible to join the Co-operative
Branch Managers®™ Association or the National Union of Co-operative
Officials. More specifically, from a study of the elections
between 1945 and 1954 in a Midlands®™ Society, where there was

no rule debarring employees from serving on the Board of
Directors, it is clear that while rank-and-file employees had a
slight electoral advantage over non-employees, the chances of
the latter contesting an election successfully were no more than
half as great as those of the managers and officials. 1In a
total of sixteen elections altogether roughly 60 per cent of

the candidates had been employees and 28.2 per cent of these
were elected to the Board, as compared with 17.2 per cent of the
remaining candidates. 54 percent of the employee candidates were
managers or officials. 34.7 per cent of these were successful,
as compared with 20.5 per cent of rank-and-file employee
candidates. At that time the total number of managers and
officials, employed by that Society, constituted about 9 per cent
of the total number of employees and less than 0.3 per cent of
the total membership. Nevertheless, this tiny proportion of the
whole had managed to be in the vanguard of contestants by
putting forward the largest single category of candidates; and
insofar as the analysis of a single election, that of April 1954,
is any guide, they appear to have captured a large non-employee
vote, aswell as no doubt having some rank-and-file employees
vote for them.(6)
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This “representation®™ of different categories of member should
not be misinterpreted, since there was no evidence in that election
of the existence of any kind of managerial “party”™ or pressure
group, operating in that Society. Cliques there were no doubt,
since these often appear in all large-scale organisations, but
such loosely structured groups usually enjoy only an ephemeral
existence and their activities are shrouded by a thick veil
of secrecy ,(@7) which it is difficult for the outsider to
penetrate in order to find out something about how they operate
and how influential they are. It seems that these temporary
associations of a small number of people are largely united by
the conviction that one of their band would make a valuable
Board member, not necessarily because they have a special
interest they wish to see furthered by this means, but certainly
because they are concerned that their Society should be directed
by those sorts of people who, they believe, will do the best for
it in terms of running it as an effective organisation. Their
emphasis, in brief, is on what is perhaps best referred to as a
meritocracy(18) - government by those who deserve recognition
their efforts because they achieve, or are believed to
achieve, what the electors 1iIn this instance think the best
possible in the circumstances. Hence, the disproportionate
success of managerial® candidates should not be interpreted as
evidence for the occurrence of some sort of managerial revolution,
or coup, within the Co-operative Movement, but rather as
evidence that the great bulk of Co-operative members are
sufficiently content, or sufficiently indifferent, to allow their
Societies to be controlled by Boards of Directors containig
managerial and official personnel; and the tiry proportion of
members amongst them, who take the trouble to vote at elections
for these Boards, are in this much of agreement with the rest
that on average they prefer apparently to cast votes for
managerial , as compared with “rank-and—Ffile" employee or
"lay” candidates, as best suited to exercise such control.

This reference to the tiny proportion of members who at any one
election are voters, to what is sometimes interpreted as "apathy”
amongst the Co-operative electorate, needs further elaboration.
In 1933 when Alexander Carr-Saunders and his academic colleagues
surveyed a presumably haphazard sample of Societies, they found
a range of from 0.39 per cent of the members of the Birmingham
Co-operative Society voting for their management committee
(Board of Directors) to 18.17 per cent in the case of the
Barnsley British Society, or, since this instance of 16,000
voters may seem to be rather atypical, to 11.60 per cent in the
Oakengates Society, at a time when Birmingham had 164,646
members and Oakengates 5,600.(19) That there was, in general
although not in every case, an inverse relationship between the
size of Societies and the proportion of their members voting for
the Boards of Directors appears to have been confirmed in 1954
when 37 of the original Societies, from which such figures had
been obtained 21 years earlier, were surveyed once more. The
following Table demonstrates not only the inverse relationships
but also a decline in the proportion of members voting over

the period.



6

voting AND SIZE, 1933 and IQtiWom

TABLE 1
Size Range of Societies Percentage Members Voting becli
ecline
1933
1954 1933-1954
1.000 and less
5.11
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- 2.70 8
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managers and officials generally about who their "masters® are

to be. There is thus a simple division between Board members and
managers which consists of the latter being obliged to carry out
instructions from the former whom they have no opportunity to
influence save in the implementation of those instructions. In
the case of the private sphere, or at least in that part of it
where voting stock is open for sale to the public generally,
managers and officials can participate in the election of

Board members and indeed stand for such office themselves, if
they become shareholders with voting rights. They may, moreover,
purchase so many shares that they can exercise a disporportionate
influence in such elections, as compared with shareholders

who have fewer votes each; but the opportunity so to buy

voting stock on the open market does not occur sufficiently

often as to make it possible for any large number of managers

and officials to purchase even a single voting share, so that
their position vis—a-vis the Board of Directors is not very
different from that of their opposite numbers in the nationalised
industries.

Within the Co-operative Movement the situation is quite
distinctive, if only because all members who possess a fully
paid-up share of very small pecuniary value automatically obtain
one vote and one vote only, regardless of the number of other
shares they may have, and all shares are open for any prospective
member of a retail Society to purchaseat any time. Managers and
officals who wish to participate in the government of their
Societies, and to sit on its Board of Directors whose instructions
they implement, have thus a vested interest in its democracy,
which managers and officials outside the Movement cannot have
in the government of the organisations which employ them.
However much ordinary member and rank-and-file employee candidates
may genuinely deplore the rather obvious disporportionate
success of managerial and official candidates in Board elections,
it can hardly be denied that the consolidation of consumer
sovereignty within the Movement owes much to the democratic
activities of this type of participant. Nevertheless, the
reference above to a management “revolution®™ or a management
"coup®” may fruitfully be introduced at this point to raise the
question of the extend to which perhaps these managerial and
Board members, for all that they have kept consumer
sovereignty paramount, constitute less a body of democrats
and more an oligarchy, a relatively self-determining body of
persons, usually men, who are few in number yet, by nature of
their position, are able not only to “govern®™ but effectively to
"disenfranchise®™ the many without necessarily taking their right
to vote from them.

The significant feature of such possibly oligarchic control in

a large but constantly democratic organisation, where each member
has one vote only, is that the kind of democracy which is possible
is never that which Sidney and Beatrice Webb called “primitive”
in their study of trade unions, but rather that which they

called “representative®.(22) The emphasis in a system of
primitive democracy, where every member is personally acquainted
with almost every other member, is that all decisions are made

at meetings of members. Hence, when one of their number is
elected to speak or act on their behalf elsewhere, they choose
him or her as a delegate, that is, one whose duties are under-
stood to be to vote only according to their instructions and to
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propose only those measures which they themselves have already
discussed and come to a decision about. No doubt when many
Co-operative Societies began, like trade unions, their committees
were considered to be bodies of delegates, more or less of this
sort; but, as with trade unions, once they grew in size so
that members couldno longer be acquainted with one another
delegation was replaced by representation. Here,

is on the discretion permitted to the representative
to be influenced in decison-making by the views of other
representatives - the other committee members, for example The
crucial characteristic of this discretionary conception of
democracy is that representatives are expected to report back
to the members to explain why they had chosen to act in the way
that they did rather than in some other possible way; and
altnough such reporting back by committees is usually collective
rather than individual, members of Boards of Directors are
expected to”™be present on the platform at members®™ mettings and
are expected to answer questions which may be directed at them
personally from the floor or through the chairman.

personally,
the emphasis

is little that can be done at this stage about
whatever decisions have already been implemented; but if the
members are dissatisfied at the Board®"s conduct or at the conduct
o any member of it, they may be induced to put up new candidates
for the next election, so that the voters can decide to support
some other person, or persons, who they think are likely to
represent their views more adequately. Because the Board of
Directors must report back to meetings of the members of retail
Co-operative Societies at least twice a year usually, it is
difficult for managers and officials to become an effective
even supposing that they might wish to. Looming
over every Board there is a much larger body of voters, potential
can idates for office, critics at members®™ meetings and elsewhere,
all insisting that the Board lives up to its responsinility of
always beign accountable to the members. For this reason
Co-operative Societies may correctly be said to be governed
by rather more than an oligarchy. Tie activists in Co-operation,
ay and employee® alike, constitute a genuine polyarchy,
government by many, even if that many is not so large as
primitive democrats in the Movement would care to see.

Of course, there

oligarchy,

he managers and officials who participate in the government of
retail Co-operative Societies are, therefore, constrained in

two ways to maintain consumer sovereignty at the present time
On the one hand, the members of the Society, as customers, may
vo e wit their feet, so to speak, by shopping elsewhere if their
local Co-operative store does not provide the goods and services
they would prefer to have. On the other hand, a small but active
and vocal section of the members, as polyarchs, may become a
thorn in their side at meetings, may vote them out of office if
the Society does not achieve the kind of results which they -~
would prefer to see. Sometimes, of course, these two i~ences
on the managers and officials coincide, when the majority of the
polyarchs actively pursue roughly the same purposes as the
majority of customer members appear to have in mind. Sometimes
they conflict when, for example, the polyarchs want the Society
to concentrate on certain services - in the field of member
education, say, or Co-operative politics - which are at best a
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matter of indifference to the customer members, save when they
can be seen to be rather more expensive than they care to
contemplate. In this latter case the managers and officials
who sit on the Board of Directors, as meritocrats, may well
be in the position of determining crucial decisions, as indeed
they often are in economic and trading problems facing a Society
at any point in time. In such a case their vested interest in
economic success may lead to a decision mainly by reference

to customer attraction, which is, of course, nothing more than

a further emphasis on the consolidation of consumer sovereignty.

When, then, the Working Party on Developing Lay Leadership
reported to the Education Executive of the Co-operation Union

m 1975, expressing its alarm at the extent to which the members
of Boards of Directors "are too often elected and re-elected
almost automatically in the absence of competition for office*
and concluded that: “We recognise, and we wish the Movement to"
recognise, the value of the service that they render - but the
Movement must not continue to rely on such a small group of lay
leaders , (23) it was not merely expressing concern about the

i ?TTrMal » °fficial “eritocrats exercising too much influence
on the Movement s affairs even without becoming Board members, it

WAS £ S° Y ImP1;Lcation questioning whether consumer sovereignty
of the sort which such meritocrats have enhanced, and have a
vested interest in enhancing, was what a polyarchy, composed of
a greater number of activists than at that time prevailed,

would also want to see maintained. Concern about managerial
influence in the Co-operative Movement in the last quarter of
the twentieth century is, that is to say, concern about the
nature of its consumer sovereignty. The Movement’s experiences
over the period since the end of the Second World War therefore
require further investigation in these terms.
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Chapter Twn

THE IMPACT OF INFLAT ION

shareholder, should not be misinterpreted in connec-
Retail Co-operative Societies in
Great Britain ware registered under the Industrial and Provi-
dent Societies Acts and not under the Companies Acts. This
means that a legal limit is set to the amount of share capital
a member may possess and the whole or part of the holding may
be withdrawn from a Society more or less at a member®s will.

T e interest which is paid by a Society on this share capital
is always maintained at a specified fixed rate, usually not
very different from what is obtainable from a Post Office or
some other savings account. This means that in the history of
the Co-operative Movement since 1844 what has fluctuated with
the trade cycle has been the dividend which Societies have
returned to their members for every pound of their purchases,
not the interest on the capital they have invested. |Insofar,
then, as Co-operative democracy has also had a cash nexus,
implying a sense of economic justice, this has operated by
reference to the members® trade with the Society and the
monetary reward they have received for their loyalty in
trading with it rather than its competitors in the local,
r@tailimarket- Such a link is different in kind from that
which binds shareholders to joint-stock companies, with which
such shareholders often have no business at all beyond drawing
their dividends on its trading profits at the end of the
financial year.

The term,
wrth Co-operative democracy.

For so long as the ebb and flow of retail trade after 1844 was
marked by both decreases as well as increases in the general
price level this difference between Co-operative Societies and
private enterprise retail companies had apparently no long term
significance for Co-operative competitiveness, because the
dividend on purchases paid to Co-operative members would seem
to have fluctuated in much the same fashion as the dividend on
their invested capital which was paid out to company share-
holders. Once, however, continuous inflation became the
characteristic feature of the British economy, retail Co-oper-
ative Societies found themselves faced with a novel situation
in their competition with joint-stock companies. The basis of
this can be most clearly seen if, as in the following Table,
the surpluses made by Co-operative Societies at the end of the
year are expressed as a percentage of their sales during the
year and this percentage is compared with what they would have
had for paying dividends on the capital invested with them,
had they been registered under the Companies Acts and had paid
out their profits in the form of dividends on shareholdings.
By comparing the five-year period up to the outbreak of the
Second World War with a comparable period ten and then twenty
years later, it can be seen that the likely effect of infla-
tion was to have made Co-operatives®™ trade less attractive
financially to potential customer members than investment in
private companies was to potential capital investors, always
supposing of course that the profits made by joint-stock com-
panies were of the same general order as the surpluses made by
Co-operative Societies over this twenty-five year period.
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As a source of financial return to these members of their pur-
chases over this quarter of a century retail Co-operative
Societies appear to have been 60 per cent as efficient in
1955-59 as they had been in 1935-39 (6.1 per cent expressed as
a percentage of 9.9 per cent). As a potential source of return
to them for the capital they had invested the Societies were

60 per cent more efficient (26.3 per cent expressed as a per-
centage of 16.6 per cent). Although it would probably be
incorrect to claim that this difference was wholly a
consequence of inflation, since there is evidence that some of
the larger companies did better in any case,(2)there can be
little doubt that the main cause was the extent to which retail
margins had been subjected to a continuous series of squeezes
through the fall in the value of the pound. While investors in
joint-stock companies, therefore, may perhaps have received less
in real terms for what they had invested over the period, the

TABLE 11 - CO-OPERATIVE SURPLUSES 1935-9 to 1955-9(D

Trading Year Surplus Expressed as a Per-
centage of

Retail Sales Share Capital

1935 9.94 16.14
1936 10.05 16.49
1937 9.86 16.58
1938 9.87 16.80
1939 9.85 17.01
Mean of 5 percentages 9.9 16.6
1945 9.76 14.77
1946 9.49 18.31
1947 9.07 18.90
1948 8.03 19.10
1949 7.70 20.28
Mean of 5 percentages 8.8 18.3
1955 6.18 24.38
1956 6-33 26.14
1957 6.37 27.73
1958 5.67 26.58
1959 5.89 26.75
Mean of 5 percentages 6.1 26.3

trend in prices meant for them a steady increase in dividend
rates, giving all the appearance of successful investment.
Co-operative members, by contrast, received less both in
monetary and real terms in the form of dividend on purchases.
Altogether this effect was adverse for Co-operative com-
petitiveness; for, while the estimated share of total retail
rates undertaken by relatively small retailers continued to
fall - from 84.0 to 87.0 per cent in 1904-08, to 77.5 to 80.0
per cent in 1920-24; to 65.6 to 69.5 per cent in 1935-39, to
61.0 to 64.0 per cent in 1952-56 - Co-operative growth, from
6.0 to 7.0 per cent to 10.5 to 11.5 per cent over the half
century, fell behind the growth in the share taken by
multiple shop organisations and department stores - 7.0 to
9.0 per cent in 1904-08 to 25.5 to 27.5 per cent in 1952-56.
Indeed, whereas the Co-operative share of total retail sales
in 1952-56 was only a half per cent greater than it had been
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in 1935-39, the share of these last competitors had continued
to advance by some 4.0 to 5.0 per centi

In other words, although full employment, rising levels of
living, and changing consumption expectations had enormously
affected consumer demand, so that conditions after the War
especially favoured the development of retail trade,
Co-operative Societies failed to benefit, especially in
comparison with the successes of other relatively large-scale
retail organisations. The growing home market, improved
methods of distribution, extensive advertising, and new
management techniques had contributed, albeit in different
ways, to make retailing a profitable business venture on the
large scale; and it became apparent that multiple shop
organisations especially enjoyed the added advantage over
Co-operatives that they could, and did,centralisise their
policy and control activities. In comparison with the hundreds
of small and medium-sized Cooperative Societies with different
purchasing and pricing policies, the multiples developed a
national “image" with uniform pricing and stockholding. Because
of central control the multiples could use to the full their
power as large buyers, enjoy favourable terms, and sell at a
fixed price in each shop. Also, whilst the Co-operative
Societies struggled to provide a comprehensive range of products
in an attempt to continue the tradition of being the “universal
provider®, their private competitors could limit their range

of commodities, and through this specialisation gain advantages
in reducing the cost of holding stock.

Another important difference between the Co-operative
Societies in Britain and their private competitors was in
their attitude towards the number and size of retail outlets.
The multiples, interested only in maximising trade, could
concentrate on the most profitable position for their shops,
usually in the newest, expanding, shopping centres. In
contrast, many of the Co-operative Societies operated over
sparsely populated rural areas, and, because of the emphasis
on service to members and sometimes the organised pressure of
sections of the membership, small shops would be kept open in
areas that would have been regarded as “unprofitable® by the
multiple chain store operators. By the middle of the decade
it had in consequence become apparent to the leaders of the
Co-operative Movement that the rate of growth of Co-operative
Societies was no longer satisfactory. The continued success
of the Movement could not be taken for granted. In 1954 the
Central Executive of the Co-operative Union undertook an
economic survey of the urgent problems facing the Movement
and, in the same year, a committee reported on the re-organ-
isation of the Co-operative Wholesale Society.

Also in 1954, on the recommendation of the Co-operative
Congress, a committee was set up to investigate the
organisational structure of the Co-operative Union. This
activity was evidence of widespread concern in the Movement
about its weakening competitive position, and there was

"a restless urge for change when the Executive in 1955 put
forward a resolution calling for the setting up of an
independent commission. "(4)
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This was the first, and only, time that a body of “outside

andeJiSwasad =*1;led upon to investigate the Movement,

and it was described as a ‘radical® departure from the Movement"s
tradition of self-sufficiencye=.t >There was opposition to the
proposed Commission even before it had begun its work Some

others wanted an elected

coiJhti63 WantSd an Internal inquiry,
i whilst

committee one Society wanted an inquiry wider in scope,
the Leicester Society delegate declared his opposition to
N"ofessors"A >Nevertheless, the resolution

setting tl
Commisslon was carried by 8,926 votes to 2,743.(9)

This
olution noted, “the changing pattern in retail distrrib
scaie " tS at Br* aln “Ith tte n “ large ‘
wafchSed ,hai+0f 1 COntrol" a® the Commission
makina W the task of survex commenting on, and
e greatest posSib

making recommendations to secure t

Societies?" " 7 retailtng position of the Co-operative

S?tik™iSSi?? Wa\ SF / P mder the Chairmanship of Hugh

srSsayiotath” y

ear that determined resistance to some of the proposals

Part ofnt S 11di”’9 “P “"0"9 sectio's of c°-operative activists.
_Igistrustof

can be atiribu
n Be attr{buted to a resentment of the criticisms n

«ovement by outsiders that seems to have b ,, ctaractfristic
of many Co-operators. As the National Secretary of the

S "belS:: Pa"ot"bCrlbea “ “ “ the t1” " "«>eir Movement,
and statistics"! § « " “ «tely assessed by mere economists
a characteristic which provoked the

fgreat «ni by °"e “ ad“ ic th“ »“ hough there "is often
.‘] —ij Ls' their protec 9\\//eldz§t%h%u tS’: “the " (r)lvelnrwgr? matlon
indicated by an undoubtedly “strong conservative element

IlpLSipTfO n .l °f “ a outsider with “ L

siriiLrihi”0" T V he Co* iss“ » the co-operative Onion

:thePc « asinur;ot™ de«siim »:Stsf pillie® oTned that
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na 6 .
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Unlon"felt ‘that” the T * °f the Co-operative
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su& seriols sltudy and 8|scussmn t at ate in

organised a Special National Congress to debate in detail all
fifty-one recommendations of the Commission. SeoTiolT
Conferences were also held throughout the country during the
summer months, and these served the dual purposfof ?
elucidating the proposals of the Commission and of sustaining

Congress 1T » Report,, J,preparatory to the Special nS oL T

thar roirtlin $°:°peratlf °»“ » warned in its submission
misS®* ?! illusions frequently afflict the Co-operative

practlcal issues are often obscured by overmuch

work of the Cor
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faith in the efficacy of co-operative principles and practices

to secure desirable co-operative expansion in production and
retailing. Such faith is worthy, but wholly inadequate of

itself to ensure business progress. It must be complemented

by efficiency, enterprise and realism throughout the Co-operative
structure. "(*2)

Gaitskell, and the majority of his colleagues, felt that they
could provide that necessary efficiency and realism, and

they recognised that the Report "necessarily appears critical
in character”, because it concentrated on the trading weak-
nesses of the Movement. The Report began with a statistical
analysis of Co-operative progress and a review of development
in trade and membership over the recent past. In 1958
Co-operative membership stood at over twelve million, annual
turnover exceeded £1,000 millions, and the Movement owned

over three thousand shops, two hundred and Ffifty factories

and the largest wholesaling organisation in the country.

Yet the rate of advance had slowed down to such a pronounced
extent that sweeping reforms were needed to retain and improve
the Movement®s market share, and, more importantly, to win

an increasing share of the newly expanding markets in consumer
goods. The Report also restated and analysed three principles
basic to the Co-operative Movement: return of the surplus as
dividend, fixed interest on capital, and democratic control

of societies. It also added a fourth - efficiency. Every
retail society was urged to accept the aims of never being
undercut in price by competitors, never to sell shoddy or
untested goods, and to maintain high standards of service,
location and appearance of the shops. The Report predicted
increased interest in matters of consumer protection and
argued that the Co-op was in a unique position to become
"known in the public mind as the one trading organisation which
can be relied upon to .... take account solely of the interests
of the consumer® .(13) The nature of the problem, according to
the Report, was a combination of factors. As a result of its
nineteenth century origins, the Movement possessed a number

of inefficient, uneconomic and unmodernised shops. This
"legacy of obsolete premises®™ meant that often the location

of the shops failed to correspond with the geographical pattern
of retail trade, and, for historical reasons, the premises
were often sited out of town. While prices in Co-operative
shops were “fair®" and quality “variable®™ there was a tendency
towards “dowdiness®” in fashions and a very timid attitude
towards hire purchase. The Movement was particularly weak in
its sales of consumer durables and other non-food items,

and the Commission criticised the conservatism and complacency
of those Societies with large reserves who had nevertheless
refused to re-invest in modern premises.

The size of unused reserves of some Societies prompted the
Commissioners to comment, “the Co-operative Movement is supposed
to be a dynamic trading organisation, not a giant investment
trust”.(1™) They concluded that the causes of the weaknesses

of the Movement®s performance lay in, “deficiencies iIn management,
an irrational structure of retail societies, an absence of
sufficient central technical assistance, and the lack of

national retail bodies in the dry goods field"(15) The retail
Societies were advised to stabilise the dividend payments
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to members, set aside a greater proportion of their assets for
reserves, adopt a competitive pricing policy and offer higher
interest rates in order to raise capital. The Report also
contained more detailed proposals covering financial policy,
labour relations and the co-ordination of demand, as well as

the development of more professional central services by the
Co-operative Union, including an expansion of the Finance,

and Research and Statistical Departments. Other recommendations
to the wholesale Societies included advice to concentrate
capital expenditure on retail distribution rather than on
production. There were also recommendations for re-organisation
of the Boards of the wholesale Societies and plans to create

a Retail Development Society. This C.R.D.S. was proposed in
order to capture some of the dry goods trade for the Movement,
and its main function was to establish a national specialist
chain of stores that would be owned jointly by the C.W.S. and
the retail Societies.

Although the proposal to create a Co-operative Retail Development
Society can be interpreted as a significant move in the
direction of centralisation and rationalisation of the retailing
operations of Co-operative Societies, the emphasis by the
Commission on amalgamations and the role of elected lay members
in such circumstances was in many respects even more significant
for the future of Co-operative democracy. For its part the
Commission investigated the role and function of the elected
Boards of lay activists in the Movement, and their relationship
with professional management. Also the Report made a series

of recommendations concerning the size and number of societies
in Britain. Both these sets of proposals set in motion a

train of events that was to transform the British Co-operative
Movement, and have a series of consequences for Co-operative
democracy and member participation in the affairs of Societies.
In 1881, when the Co-operative Union started to publish

figures about its membership, there were 971 affiliated
Co-operative Societies. This number continued to grow until

it reached 1,403 in 1901, and from this peak the number

dropped very gradually over the next fifty years. In 1955,

when the Commission began its inquiry, there were 964 Societies
affiliated to the Union, with membership ranging from a few
hundred in the smallest Society to over a million in London,

the largest.

The members of the Commission were all agreed that this was
an irrational misuse of resources because the existence of
several separate Societies within a particular trading area
led to waste and duplication. The “senselessl competition
between neighbouring societies, especially when their borders
overlapped, led to unnecessary costs. Small, rival societies
were duplicating costs of distribution and management, and
the existence of several separate societies, "frustrates any
possibility of deploying Co-operative capital according to a
unified and co-ordinated plan; instead it is deployed quite
haphazardly according to the historical accident of existing
boundaries, and the fortuitous chance of which societies

have the most capital and the more thrusting managements-.
The majority Report strongly advocated a rapid reduction in
the number of Societies to approximately two hundred and fifty.
This was to be achieved through a series of amalgamations on
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the basis of the mostefficient size of a retail organisation.
The Report then proceeded to discuss what could be regarded as
the most efficient size for a retail society, and five
arguments were put forward in favour of the principle of bigger
organisations. Amalgamations will allow, it was argued
greater specialisations and the appointment of more highly
trained departmental managers, as well as economies achieved
through buying in greater bulk. Also economies on overheads,
on transport and warehousing could be achieved by standarisa-
tion. Given the need for modernisation of premises, the most
pressing problem for Societies, especially the smaller ones,
was the finance necessary for re-investment. Even where the
small unit had the capital, its market might be too small to
Justify a new development. Although these were said to be
"statements of opinion® they were, it was claimed, supported
by the fact that larger scale organisations, over a long
period of time, and in almost all areas, were drawing ahead

of smaller scale organisations. The Report argued strongly that
the days of the smaller organisations were number ed because
economies of scale gave an overwhelming advantage to larger
Societies.

Members of the Commission were well aware that some of their
proposals were likely to be strongly resisted. The prospect of
seven hundred independent Societies disappearing into larger
units would be bound to lead to protests about the loss of

autonomy of member Societies. Implicit in the plans to reduce
drastically the number of Societies was the threat to
democratic decision-making. If the amalgamation plans were

implemented it would mean thousands fewer elected positions on
society committees and a reduction in the number of lay men

and women actively engaged in Co-operative decision-making.

In some ways the writers of the Report tried to anticipate
these likely criticisms of their recommendations and provide
answers to them. They attempted to predict and pre-empt some
of the arguments that would undoubtedly come from the activists
in the smaller Societies threatened with amalgamation. Loyal
Co-operators would often point to certain facts that showed

the small Society in a positive light; for example, the high
trade per member or the healthy capital position of many
smaller Societies. While not denying these facts, the
Commission argued that the main test of efficiency of
Co-operative Societies was their trade progress. They
therefore analysed the way in which different Societies, grouped
according to size of membership, compared with the national
Co-operative average in respect of increases in trade between
1948 and 1955. Of the societies with below 2,000 members 244
(66.47%) were below average; 113 (33.53%) were above. OF
Societies with 2,000 to 5,000 members, 137 (568.3%) were below
average; 98 (41.7%) were above. The proportions were roughly
similar in the 5,000 to 40,000 members group, but in the"
largest group, those with over 40,000 members, 33 societies
(58.33%) were above average; 25 (41.67%) below. The Commission
concluded that there existed important economies of scale in
retailing which most Co-operative Societies were then too small
to enjoy.

The most important sector of Co-operative trade was grocery,
so in an attempt to develop criteria for judging the minimum
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desirable size of a Co-operative Society, the Comission
recommended as a First object of policy that Societies should
be large enough to achieve significant economies of scale in
groceries. Experience suggested that a chain of at least ten,
and probably twenty, grocery shops was the smallest unit capable
of generating these economies. As there existed over 750
Societies with fewer than fifteen grocery shops, and allowing
for those exceptional Societies covering a small and isolated
market, the Commission recommended that the great majority of
these Societies should amalgamate to form much larger
Societies. As the Report commented, "if each of these centres,
with the catchment area, were to come under the control of a
single society, and if we allow for some isolated societies ....
we arrive at an ideal number of societies of (say) 200-300.U-?)
The Report dismissed alternatives to amalgamation, such as
voluntary federation, regional buying groups, etc., as mere
palliatives, and recommended that the Co-operative Union should
take "an explicit new initiative in the matter® to create the
conditions favourable for closer union between Societies.

One of the Commissioners, Colonal Hardie, not content with the
majority proposals, submitted a Minority Report that advocated
even more radical reform of the Movement. Echoing a theme

that can be traced back to the Congress Presidential address of
J. C. Gray in 1904, Hardie proposed a detailed plan for the
creation of two national Societies covering Scotland, and
England and Wales. His constituion foresaw the whole of the
country organised into two great Societies in which divisions
and boundaries and all the associated problems of wasteful
competition and fragmentation were overcome. The majority of
the Commission rejected the plan for economic and democratic
reasons, "... we can see no compelling economic argument for a
single national society ... we should have the gravest doubts

as to whether "democracy' would retain much meaning or reality
within a national society”". 0-8) Even if they had sympathy with
Hardie"s goals, they probably regarded such a sweeping proposal
as politically unacceptable to the Movement. Consequently little
was heard of the issue until 1979 when it was resurrected by
Howard Perrow in his address to Congress. Once again it sparked
off intense debate about the advantages and disadvantages of
national unification of the retail and wholesale Societies which
will be taken up later.

In considering the possible erosion of democracy as a result of
the Movement pursuing a policy of amalgamation, the Report
claimed that, “the principle of sovereign unit would be fully
preserved even though the units would now be on the average
larger®. The Report conceded that, Tit is true that the figures
of member participation appear to decline as size increases; but
we do not hold this to be a sufficient objection®. As far as the
Commission members were concerned “the greatest possible trading
efficiency ... should form a central part of Co-operative
ideology”. This is entirely understandable, given the composi-
tion of the Commission, their areas of expertise, and the fact
that the remit of the Inquiry specifically excluded consider-
ation of the democratic government of Co-operatives. This was an
Inquiry concentrating on the conditions necessary for an improved
economic performance and, T"if a conflict does in fact arise
between participation and efficiency it can perhaps be resolved

by action to increase participation. Thus, in the case of
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amalgamation the right answer is not to sacrifice efficiency,
by rejecting amalgamation, but to accompany amalgamation by an
intensified effort to maintain or increase member-interest ...
if ... a choice has to be made, it should not automatically be
made in favour of participation and against efficiency ... a
low participation need not mean that democratic control is
lost". (19

The Commission members must have realised the controversial
nature of their recommendations, and they seemed aware of some
likely responses to their proposals. They claimed that
parochialism, timidity, conservatism and a failure of nerve
made the sweeping measures they advocated necessary. In urging
the Union to initiate bold action on amalgamation the Report
stated, "although ... we are well aware that action from the
centre sometimes arouses hostile reaction locally, we have
concluded that the risk must be taken if the existing deadlock
is to be broken®.(20) ftn enlarged Research and Statistical
Department should carry out a national economic survey based,
not on Co-operative Union districts, but on the flow of trade.
It should, said the Report, employ the criteria as to economic
scale of operation and not, as most previous surveys had done,
statistics of trade per member, level of dividend and financial
results. The survey should include those areas covered by
Societies that refused to collaborate and should lead to
specific plans for larger units. In most cases the fears of
many committee members, managers, employees and consumer
members could be allayed. Members must be guaranteed the Tfinal
decision and, as long as employee interests were safeguarded
and senior officials were guaranteed new positions or adequate
compensation, the Independent Commission anticipated few
problems in seeing the desired results. It even suggested
that member participation could be retained if amalgamated
Boards were retained as District Boards to help keep alive a
sense of local identity and loyalty. The Sectional Boards of
the Union would, it was suggested, play a prominent role in
promoting amalgamation and they should be charged with com-
pliling annual reports to Congress on the progress of the
mergers, listing those Societies that had rejected closer

union.

For present purposes little value will be served in labouring
this discussion. As Geoffrey Ostergaard and Chelly Halsey
commented, the Independent Commission®s report, “as befitted
its authors, was essentially an economists®™ document.

Although many of the problems examined were of a constitutional
character, the Commission®"s terms of reference prevented it
from dealing directly or in any detail with the democratic
aspects of the Movement®". ( 'Within these terms of reference,
nevertheless, it may fairly be said to have been, in the words
of a Co-operative College tutor, "a well-chosen commission even
if it lacked and could not have included "members such as the
Webbs, with a life time of study, contacts and understanding
of the Movement, as well as their nose for constitutional
problems and their ability to solve them. For the problems
involved were more constitutional than economic, as subsequent
debates showed”.”227~The consolidation of consumer sovereignty
as the basis of democratic advance towards the Co-operative
Commonwealth, had provided the Movement with a nineteenth
century legacy, dividend on purchases as the instrument of
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economic justice, which had now become more of a hindrance
than a help, as inflation continued to benefit its competitors
in the retail market. Willy-nilly after 1958 the active
members of Co-operative Societies found themselves obliged to
accept the emphasis by the Independent Commissioners on the
need for amalgamations between Societies as the only effective
way in which the Movement could meet the challenge of its time.
What this meant for the democratic constituion of Co-operation
and for member participation remains to be discussed below.
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Chapter Three

THE. COURSE OF CO-OPERATIVE AMALGAMATIONS

The Special Congress of the Co-operative Union was held in
November 1958 to debate the recommendations of the Independent
Commission. It was clear that the amalgamation proposals were
the most controversial and unpopular measures advocated by
Gaitskell and his colleagues. In a carefully worded resolution,
the Executive asked Congress delegates to endorse the basic
principles of amalgamation and asked for the powers to "assume
the responsibility of conducting a detailed national survey of
the whole problem®. (O Undoubtedly the Executive had to tread
cautiously on this issue and it was important for supporters
of the survey to bend over backwards not to be seen as
threatening small and medium sized Societies in any way. |If
the resolution was to be passed by Congress and heeded by
member Societies, there had to be repeated assurances that no
mergers would be forced on smaller Societies. A speaker from
the Executive tried to allay such feelings early in the debate
by saying,

"1 want to make it clear that the Central Executive

share the view of the Commis sion with regard to

voluntary amalgamation. There can be no question

of compulsion. It is the ultimate sovereign right

of every society to decide its own destiny. We

believe that the reduction in the number of societies

suggested by the Commission to 200-300 should not

be an object in itself or anything to be done without

the willing consent of efficient societies. Fears

of extermination under a ruthless plan of amalga-

mation are entirely unfounded” .(2)

Despite such assurances, the leaders of the Movement were
determined to prevent a further decline in the Co-operative
share of retail trade and the solution, as they saw it, was
to emulate their major retailing competitors. The multiple
chain stores that had developed in the nineteen fifties showed,
it was claimed, all the evidence of co-ordination and amalga-
mation that Co-operative Societies sorely lacked. In contrast
to its capitalist rivals, the Co-operative Movement was
described as a
"vast unco-ordinated empirical structure shaped as
such by historical accident as by geography and
economics. To anyone not involved in local loyalties
it cries out for rationalisation ... Look at our
competitors : mergers and amalgamations are con-
tinually going on, and we see evidence of co-ordination
and amalgamation by our competitors almost quarterly...
We suggest that amalgamation and co-ordination are the

way to achieve our ends ..." @

According to the supporters of the Gaitskell Report the route
to commercial success lay in radically modernising the Co-op®s
managerial structure, centralising its buying policies,
utilising its resources more efficiently, and rationalising
the number of Societies. It was almost inevitable that these
plans provoked serious opposition, which came predominantly
from delegates representing smaller Societies. At the 1955
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Annual Congress, representatives from some of the small and
medium sized Societies had expressed their disquiet about the
setting up of the Commission, as they felt that it would speak
only for the interests of the larger Society. Their worst
fears were now confirmed and a delegate from Rushden Society
said, "it is fairly obvious ... that no one really spoke on
their behalf because ultimately the small and medium societies
are to be sacrificed in order to build up an enormous multiple
Co-operative in this country®". ~ While the Co-operative News
was undoubtedly correct in its estimation that “the co-oper-
ative movement can never be quite the same again after this
report”, its fairly bland assumption that the amalgamation
proposals would not weaken democracy because “the only things
which could weaken co-operative democracy would be for
co-operators to lose faith in themselves, or for co-operators
to refuse to adapt their methods to a changing world", b"was
not how the spokesmen for the smaller Societies saw the issue.

The opposition to the amalgamation proposals took several forms.
One argument advanced at Co-op meetings and Congresses was that
the eradication of at least seven hundred Societies was

inimical to the philosophy and principles of the Movement.

These critics felt that the strength of the Movement lay in

its diversity, its local loyalties and its service to villages
and small towns. The amalgamation policy and the consequent
increase in size of the average Co-operative Society was a

blow against these principles and everything the Movemeht

had previously represented. As one delegate said,

"We do not accept the philosophy that to make this
Movement modern we have to destroy many efficient
societies. We do not accept the criterion that
fifteen shops is the balancing figure which should
decide whether a society should continue or go out
of existence ___ size is no criterion whatever of
efficiency and effectiveness. The Commission,
however, base themselves on the idea that only the
biggest organisations can live in this country in
the years ahead. That is something which we, and
many other societies, cannot accept as a philosphy
of life, especially in relation to the Co-operative
Movement® . (6)

A second major plank in the opposition argument was to
challenge the economic predictions of the Commission and to
question the alleged inefficiencies of small Societies. A
recurring theme in Congress debates was that size alone was
not an acceptable criterion of economic efficiency and that
so-called “economies of scale®™ might be offset by the
inefficiencies inherent in more heavily bureaucratised
societies. Typical of this type of argument were the remarks
of a delegate from the Rochdale Society:

"l submit that there are many societies with only
one, two or three shops which are working to the
satisfaction of their members and paying them
relatively good dividents ... There are hundreds
of casesup and down the country where societies
are working efficiently and making progress, but
there are 750 societies with fewer than 15 grocery
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shops. On the question of amalgamation the

Commission put the emphasis on the size whereas

it should depend on the economic condition and
efficiency of societies and on whether or not in

some cases there are possibilities of development®. (@)

Another delegate from a Society with just ten thousand members
attempted to shift the argument to attack the performance of
large societies; "when we look at some of the larger societies
... we find that their trade per member is nothing by compar-
ison ... it is the smaller and medium societies ... which

have much to offer this great Movement®. ®)

As well as proclaiming the efficiency of the smaller unit,
several delegates attempted to challenge the rationale for
further amalgamations. The reformers in the Movement thought
that constant reiteration of the "hard facts® about the
decline in the Movement®"s share of trade, coupled with a bold
plan to rationalise Society operations, would convince all but
the most stubborn co-operator of the need for a rapid series
of mergers. Instead, their arguments were countered by those
who felt that increased size could lead to greater inefficiency,
difficulty in securing sufficiently well-trained managers, and
all the problems associated with a heavily bureaucratised
organisation. One delegate claimed that:

"a small society which is properous is easier to
run than a large society, and, in my opinion,
easier to run efficiently __ The members often
get better service ... usually the dividend is
higher and many other things pertaining to the
society are better. Very often the average
purchase per member is higher. My own society
is proud of the fact that we have almost the
highest figure for purchase per member of any
society in the country. |If any society tries

to swallow Reading we shall give them indigestion
because we are 75% backbone and 25% muscle; we
feel we are making a good job of it and giving
our members good service" . O)

Such fighting talk was applauded enthusiastically by
sympathetic delegates from other small Societies and they were
typical of the comments of many Co-operators. Yet, the pro-
tests of the delegates from the small and medium sized
Societies were to no avail, and the resolution empowering

the Executive to carry out an Amalgamation Survey was passed
by Congress by 9,419 votes to 1,011. Given the strength of
the opposition to the amalgamation proposals, the Central
Executive of the Co-operative Union reacted in a lukewarm way
and made it clear that it did not:

"see eye to eye with the Commission on all aspects

of the amalgamation problem... the Central

Executive is not of the opinion that a survey should
be designed to accomplish the objective of reducing
the number of societies to between 250 and 300. Nor
is the Central Executive satisfied that formulas

can be devised on the basis of minimum size, reference
to number of shops, nor in relation only to catchment
and shopping centre conceptions”. (10)
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The Executive, no doubt recognising the problems ahead, said

that,

the human side of the amalgamation question is as
important as its organic aspects. The way in which
Central Executive has authorised the survey ...
will ensure thatadequate consideration is given to
all elements which might contribute or detract from
amalgamation developments " (1)

A recurring theme in Congress debates about the amalgamation
proposals was the fear that the Central Executive would attempt
tﬁ force societies to merge. An opponent of the plans claimed
that,

"the original proposal ... must involve, if carried
to its logical conclusion, compulsion. It is not
possible to get rid of several hundred societies
without compulsion. We think that there are many
good small societies which should be kept in
existence; the mere fact that they are small

does not make them a blot on the co-operative
landscape®™. ¢=2)

¥cillLfear °f comPulsion was a powerful argument in the hands
T the opponents of reform, and the delegate stressed that the

CEREFE.  tRe supporters of the Iﬂagﬂeﬁdent Commission tried to
allay such fears, but one declared bluntly that "the Co-op
Unron will have to be ruthless in its attitude to societies

ere amalgamation is necessary, and there will have to be some
rZ 1]} WhICT comPulsion can be introduced® .<13) According to
the official Report of Congress Proceedings these remarks were
greeted with cries of dissent” yet the speaker went on to

ac e °PP°nents of the Gaitskell recoramendations:

[ve have first of all to break down the parochial
instincts which have been developed over a period

of years in the average board, who have no

intention of abandoning their little responsibility”.(4)

The debate polarised along several lines. Firstly, there were

those who attacked the plan to eradicate seven hundred
societies as inimical to the traditions of localism and
voluntarism that could be traced back to the foundations of
the Co-operative Movement. Closely linked with this was the
argument about democracy and control. According to the
opponents of amalgamation, the small and medium sized Society
allowed the fullest expression of member democracy. Not only
was a relatively small membership conducive to loyalty and a
strong feeling of identity with the Society, but it also
encouraged high rates of participation and was, therefore
more “democratic”. Large Regional Societies would, it was
ciaimed, lead to a concentration of control in fewer hands and
a diminished role for the lay leader. One delegate said:

"We are also fearful that if the number of Societies
begins to decrease rapidly, the control of our
Movement will have gone, and ultimately we ordinary
people will have little or no control over the
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Movement. The small societies are an irritant at times,
but they are often a safety valve, and it would be quite
wrong for the Movement to be in the hands of fewer and
fewer people™. (15

The argument over democracy and control was also expressed
powerfully by a delegate from the Rochdale Pioneers Society:

"This is not a question of amalgamation; this is

a question of control. We have to ask ourselves,
and especially those of us from the small
societies, who in future is going to control this
Movement? It cannot be denied that the whole sub-
stance of the Report of the Independent Commission,
not simply on the question of amalgamation, is the
handing over to whole-time officials of the
executive and managerial control of this Move-
ment ...

It may be that if these amalgamation proposals

are carried out, the whole control of the Movement
will be in the hands of 15 societies and 15 officials.
They will have control of the largest organisation

of its size in the world’.;(16)

Another delegate attacked the proposals because they would, if
implemented, be the start of a process that would lead to the
creation of a single national society. In a speech that now
seems almost prophetic, he said:

"If we reduce the number of societies to between
200 and 300, the next step will be to reduce the
number to 75 and then to 50, until we get to the
single society envisaged in the Minority Report.
We are fearful of this idea of a national society,
which has been promulgated from time to time in
Congress and elsewhere”.

As the debate progressed delegates favouring the amalgamation
plans tried to answer these points. They denied that there
would be any compulsion or central direction from the Central
Executive, and they claimed that the debate was about the
principle of amalgamation and not about any particular number
of societies. However, few contributors to the debate

answered the arguments about “control®™ and “democracy". Instead
the economic argument was uppermost, with supporters of the
Commission restating the "hard® evidence about the financial
plight of small societies. A delegate commented:

"if we ... do not legislate for our continued
existence in the next century,economic circum-
stances will determine whether we shall exist or
not. The multiples will pick us off one by one
--- 1f we reject the appeal ... we shall be voting
for our own death, and, to be candid, we shall
deserve what we shall get-".
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larger and were taking a larger share of the market.1(2)

A central pillar in the programme to modernise the Co-operative
Movement was the attempt to get Societies to accept a rational

and national plan for amalgamation. By 1967, nearly ten years
after the publication of the Gaitskell Report, there were still
over five hundred independent retail Societies, yet, despite

this slow progress, the Co-operative Union grasped the nettle

and introduced their first Regional Plan in an attempt to keep

up the momentum of mergers. The Central Executive, in presenting
the Regional Plan, warned that, “the Movement has lost trade to
competitors who are able to carry on their business on a more
economical scale.... The least Soceities can do is to come
together and secure the same economies for co-operative members. " (23)
The Plan envisaged the creation of only fifty regional societies
for the whole of England and Wales and Ireland, and these were

to be centred around large conurbations in order to achieve

an optimum size to secure substantial economies in the distribution
and sale of food and dry goods. The document argued that only
Societies of this size with at least a hundred thousand members,
could take advantage of economies of scale. It was claimed

that régionalisation would enable Societies to train and employ
specialised managerial personnel, raise capital more easily and
invest it effectively and cater for the tastes of a more
prosperous and more mobile shopping population. The proliferation
of small and medium sized Societies in Scotland made the task of
including it in the Plan almost impossible, so responsibility

for a survey North of the Border was left in the hands of the
Scottish Sectional Board, while all the other Sectional Boards

of the Union were completely re-organised to take into account
the new Regional Societies that were planned.

The first year of operation of the Regional Plan saw a marked
change in the pace of mergers, and in 1969 a Congress resolution
noted that “considerable progress towards implementing the plan
is being made. In one year the number of retail societies

has been reduced by more than a hundred, most of the mergers
being stimulated by the Plan."(24) Whether the increased pace
of mergers had come about because Co-operative activists were
eventually convinced of the arguments for amalgamation is
difficult to judge. It is just as likely that the weakened
trading position of smaller Societies had forced more of them
into a "shotgun marriage” because of more intense competition
in retailing. The Co-operative share of trade was still
declining and the small and medium Societies were suffering
greatly reduced profit margins because of the cut-price “war of
the high street”. Nevertheless, a hundred Societies did merge
in 1968, the largest number ever in a single year. At the 1969
Congress speakers were predicting a quickened pace of amalgam-
ations and there was the gradual emergence of Societies of
regional scope appearing in the South-West, the Midlands, and
the North. The President of the 1969 Congress offered an
explanation for the slow progress of the Plan, "the acceptance
of change in our Movement is not easy. Our interests are so
large and diversified and inevitably a process of enlightenment
and leadership is required before acceptance. There are so many
in the Movement to be convinced of the rightness of change that
this is unavoidably slowed down. "(25)
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The prospects of the Movement in 1970 were dismal. Newspapers
and magazine articles referred to the "dying giant of the

High Street®™ and there was considerable concern about the future
of many retail Societies. In an address to the Co-operative
Party Annual Conference, Crosland, the author of the Independent
Commission Report, reviewed the ten years since the Report was
published. He said:

"The targets which the Independent Commission
considered as reasonable have not merely not
been achieved, but they have proved to be wildly
over optimistic. We looked forward to an
increasing Co-operative share of retail trade,
whereas the appalling fact is that from 1957

to 1970 the Co-operative share of trade has
fallen by almost a third - from 11.9% to under

8 %. Inflation, of course, has meant that most
societies” sales have been at least maintained
in money terms, so that many co-operatives have
failed to recognise the true downward trend of
co-operative trade. But it is alas, a real fall,
and due to a significant relative improvement in
the performance of the Movement®"s multiple
competitors. "(26)

At the 1973 Congress the Regional Plan sub-committee admitted
that "it appears that the progress of the Regional Plan is now
virtually at a standstill and the view has been expressed in
several quarters that it is now out-dated.” The steam had gone
out of the plan and the decline in the number of Societies had
slowed down. The modernisers in the Movement found that their
attempts at rationalising and streamlining the commercial
operations of the Societies were often viewed with mistrust and
suspicion. Even when Congress resolutions had been passed with
a large majority, there was no guarantee that recalcitrant
Societies would follow nationally decided policies and agree to
merge in accordance with the régionalisation plans. In 1973 the
warningss to Societies were reiterated: "there is a vital need
for urgent action to restructure the Movement so that its
enormous resources can be utilised to the full to meet ever
increasing competition and insure against the dangers inherent
in isolation."(27) There came, at that year®s Congress, the
first warnings that the Central Executive was going to attempt
to enforce amalgamations between societies over the heads of
the elected Directors. Some years earlier, in 1965, the Union
had gained the right of access to management committees and
members® meetings, in an attempt to overcome the obstacles placed
m thepath of amalgamation by a hostile Board. Now the Union
was threatening to invoke Rule 11 of the Constitution which
gave the central body the right to investigate the affairs of

Societies and make recommendations directly to the
membership. In taking this step the Union was treading
cautiously as it was risking criticism from activists that this
was one further step towards the centralisation of power and
control of the Movement which many of the independent member
Societ ies had resisted for so long. Ben Parry, the 1973
Congress President, launched a bitter attack on those Societies
who were still"clinging with all the tenacity of vested interest
at bay to their separate autonomy®™ He went on to say,
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it is vital that we aggregate our financial resources,
marshal the scarce management skills, jettison our vested
interests, cast aside our imaginary boundaries and go forward
as strong regional and area entities.1(28) In an attempt to
quicken the pace of the mergers the Central Executive announced
the publication of a second Regional Plan covering Scotland as
well as England and Wales. This proposed the further reduction,
through amalgamation and re-grouping, to twenty Regional
Societies for the whole of Britain.

The course of Co-operative amalgamation throughout this period,
it should be emphasised, was accompanied by a parallel series of
mergers by the competitors of the Movement in retail trade, as
the following Table shows, so that it is hardly surprising to
find that there was virtually no change in the Movement®s
competitive position in spite of the considerable changes which
had taken place in its organisation. Its share of the retail
market by 1975 was 6.9 per cent, rising to 7.1 per cent in 1976
and falling back to 7.0 per cent in 1977. By this time shareholding
represented no more than 27 per cent of the total source of
Co-operative funds with reserves amounting to 40 per cent and
loans to 33 per cent. The surplus, expressed as a proportion of
share capital, had accordingly risen to the almost unbelievable
figure of 63 per cent (1976) and 74 percent (1977) , while it

had fallen to 4.0 per cent of the sales in the former of these
years and to 3.7 per cent in the latter.(30) The course of
Co-operative amalgamations had failed inevitably to overcome the
impact which inflation had made on Co-operative retailing and
was continuing to exercise upon it; and the democrats had now

to meet in addition the associated problem of a decline in
membership. Whereas in 1938 the total membership of the Movement
had been 8.1 millions, rising to 12.8 in 1969, by 1976 it had
fallen abck to 10.7 millions.(31) The substitution of dividend
stamps for the quarterly payment of dividend had not solved the
problem, for by this time about one third of the customers in
Co-operative Societies were not members, and whereas in the
1950s some 55 per cent of British households contained a
Co-operative member, in 1976 this proportion had fallen to 39
per cent.(32) The concern of the Movement®"s activists about the
future of Co-operative democracy stemmed not only from the
larger size of the Amalgamated Societies but also from a
dwindling source of activists, especially from those who were
not managers within Co-operative Societies.
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TABLE 4. ANNUAL NUMBER OF MEMBERS OF CO-OPERATIVE SOCIETIES, RETAIL AND WHOLESALE COMPANIES 1969-1977

1969 1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977
Co-operative Society mergers 76 88 69 52 21 14 8 1 16
Retail Distribution mergers
(Companies) 40 33 44 66 84 16 16 27 27
Wholesale Distribution
mergers (Companies) 60 69 82 124 127 66 36 17 26

Total Number (@ll firms)
(excluding Co-operatives) 944 893 961 1,331 1,313 570 388 402 523



References

10 .

11.

12.

14.

15.

16.

17.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

Co-operative News, 4 October 1958, p.9.

Special National Congress, 1958, Report of Proceedings,
Co-operative Union, Manchester, 1958, p.16.

ibid., pp.19-20.
ibid., p.25.
"What We Think", Co-operative News, 3 May 1958, p.2.

Special National Congress, 1958, op.cit., p.26.

ibid., p.27.
ibid., p.28.
ibid., p.30.
ibid., p.32.
ibid., p.33
ibid., p.27.
ibid., p.22
ibid., p.22
ibid., p.27
ibid., p.32
ibid., p.27.
ibid., p.32
ibid., p .33

Bonner, op.cit.,p.290.

Agenda, June 1961, pp.96-7.

Bonner, op.cit. p.291.

"The Regional Plan®, Co-operative News, 6 January 1968, p.2.

Report of the 100th Annual Co-operative Congress,
Co-operative Union, Manchester, 1969, p.l.

ibid., p.154.

Anthony Crosland, A Critical Commentary on Co-operative Progress,
Co-operative Party, London, 1971, p.l.



27.

28.

29.

31.

32.

36

Report of the 104th Annual Co-operative Congress,
Co-operative Union, Manchester, 1973, pp.10-11.

ibid., p.184

Figures taken from A Review of Co-operative Statistics,
published annually by the Co-operative Union, 1969 to
1977 and from the Annual Abstract of Statistics, HMSO,
London, for the same years.

Figures taken, or calculated, from the Annual Report and
Accounts, Congress Proceedings, of the 109th Congress”
Co-operative Union, Manchester, p.152.

"Developing Membership and Leadership®, 2nd Report of the
Working Party, Annual Report and Accounts, Congress
Proceedings, of the 108th Congress, Co-operative Union,
Manchester, 1977, p.73.

From the Co-operative Wholesale Society"s “Summary of
Research into Co-operative Membership®, reviewed by
David Hutton in "Society Members or Customers”,
Co-operative News, 20 February 1976, pp-4-5.



37

CHAPTER FOUR

THE DISAPPEARING LAY DIRECTOR

Between 1933 and 1954 the proportion of Co-operative members,
voting in elections for the Board of Directors in a sample of
retail Societies, fell from 4.22 per cent to 2.78 per cent.

From the returns from a different sample in 1963 it seems to

have fallen further, to reach 0.95 per cent in that year,

in spite of the efforts of the Co-operative Union over the

period to stimulate local activities. Once again the pattern
emphasised in the Ffirst chapter of this book emphasised itself.

A rather larger proportion voted in Societies of less than 50,000
members than in those of more than this,(l) so that amalgamation
of Societies into ever larger units was likely to have an adverse
effect on elections. At the same time the disproportionate
success of employee, versus non-employee candidates, and those

of managerial status, versus rank-and-file employees, continued,
at least insofar as the study of a single Society in the North
West of England bears witness.(@ The concern of the Education
Executive of the Co-operative Union in the early 1970s about
uncontested elections was a response to the gradual disappearance
of the non-employee director.

A traditional recruiting ground for the Movement®s lay director-
ship had been the T"auxiliaries”, the Women®s Guild, the Men"s
Guild, the Mixed Guild and the British Federation of Young
Co-operators (BFYC). These bodies provided opportunities for
Co-operative activists to meet and organise debates, lectures
and socials, and the Women’s Guilds in particular were powerful
constituencies, whose support during Society elections was often
crucial for aspiring committee members. The post-war decline

in the Movement®s retailing position was reflected in the
activity of the Guilds, and, by 1960, the B.F.Y.C. was in a state
of collapse and the other Guilds had a dwindling and ageing
membership. The Guilds were significant for Co-operative
democracy because they drew members into activity by providing

a whole range of cultural, educational and recreational
activities, and their meetings became iIn many cases, a training
ground in public speaking, the rules of chairmanship and debate,
so that their members were equipped with useful skills for
service on Society Committees. Along with discussions and
lectures the Guilds provided basic information about the trading
affairs of the Society and encouraged members to take a keen
interest in the quarterly or half-yearly meetings. It is
difficult to provide estimates, but impressionistic evidence
suggests that the Guilds were the springboard for service on
education and management committees.

By 1959 the decline in the Guilds®™ activity and membership had
appeared so serious that the Education Executive, in collaboration
with the four Guilds, sponsored a detailed inquiry and commissioned
a report to make recommendations for their future development.

The author of the report, Brian Groombridge, suggested that the
Guilds were widely respected for the task of training the
Movement"s potential lay leaders. Unfortunately, he did not
attempt to discover if the Guilds were supplying more or fewer



leaders in the past, but he commented that Tit would be

reasonable to expect that the smaller the auxiliaries, the

smaller the pool from which to elect really able and well-

informed members of management, education and other committees(®
Guild activity was often regarded as an apprenticeship in which
the aspiring committee member learned the ropes, developed the
necessary skills of committee work, and became a well known
personality amongst the activists, and this helped ensure

support for such a candidate at Society election time.

The Groombridge Report revealed that the Women®s Guilds took
very seriously their organic and constitutional link with the
Society and 27 per cent of the Guilds were represented at
Society meetings by more than half their membership and a third
had sent between a quarter and a half of their membership to
the previous Society meeting. Very few Guilds sent no members
at all. This led Groombridge to comment,

"this proof of the well known earnestness of the
auxiliaries shows that the fate of.auxiliaries is

in part the fate of democratic control of societies

in an epoch of amalgamation and increasing society
membership. He who cares for the future of co-operative
democracy must care about the future of the Guilds;

and this is true whether the care springs from a desire
to extend member participation, or anxiety lest members”
influence should be a thorn in the flesh of

progressive trading.”

Following from the Report of the Independent Commission, the
Groombridge Report on the Auxiliaries made similar points about
the lack of appeal of the Movement for young people and its slow
response to post-war changes in patterns of consumption and
recreation. Both reports were inspired by, on the one hand,
concern with the Movement®"s flagging retailing performance;

and, on the other, with the weakness of its member democracy.
The Reports parallel each other in the sense that they both
critically appraise the structure, activities and organisation
of the Co-o parative Movement from differing, but compatible,
perspectives. The difficulties of adjusting to changed post-war
circumstances had led to a mood of self-questioning and introspection,
and a determination to “modernise” the retailing side. This
critical approach was also directed at the auxiliaries, the

life blood of lay participation in Societies. The Groombridge
Report discovered “widespread anxiety in the auxiliaries that
there are not enough of these people, with their exceptional
devotion, intelligence, and sheer physical energy; and even more
anxiety that there are not enough possible successors to them

to carry on and expand the work which they are doing."(s)

The Report provided evidence of a declining and ageing member-
ship, grossly underpaid national officers, unattractive Guild
meetings, and sometimes a strained relationship between the
Guilds and the officials of Societies. Nevertheless, Groombridge
argued that, although there were grounds for pessimism, the
Guilds could still play an important role, provided they were
prepared to expermient with new types of meetings, ensure a
balanced programme of events, improve Guild publicity and run
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vigorous campaigns for new members. The lack of suitably
qualified local leaders could be met by training courses and
the Report argued that a new relationship could be forged
between the Guilds and officials if, instead of being viewed as
interferers®, Guild members could link trade, auxiliary
publicity and public relations, and act as consumers®
associations. According to Groombridge, the Guilds were too
important for the survival of Co-operative democracy to be
a lowed to wither away, and a new determination to rejuvenate
them would, be claimed, succeed in rebuilding them as a fertile
recruiting ground for Co-operative activists. He concluded that
e survival of the auxiliaries and their expansion is
essential to the development of Co-operative democracy and would
be an asset to the political health of Britain as a whole.*"(®)

and attempts to

The Groombridge Report made little impact,
even if

amalgamate the Men®"s and the Mixed Guilds failed, but,

all the recommendations of the Report had been heeded and acted

upon, it is extremely unlikely that the Guilds could have

regained the significance and importance they once had. Their

competitors for influence and power were employees

and the decline in Guild activity operated to

the advantage of their major rivals. There was no power vacuum

in Co-operative Society affairs because "the place occupied by

A hol in b?Sn steadily filled by employees and officials. ")

Although the Men s Guild had attracted significant numbers of

employees m the thirties, and by and large the two groups -

guilds members and employee activists - were mutually suspicious

and as Groombridge discovered, over 80 per cent of the Women®s

Guilds had no employee members and the majority of branches made
tie effort to recruit female employees. The increasing

influence of employees and officials in the government of

principa!
and officials,

ferturrorth50” 6~ 5" N °PP°Sed tq laY members”™ is_« important
thn 2 Movement s post-war history. he tension between
It Wh° SaW themselves as representing the members® interests
m the Wldest sense, and those whose commitment to the Society
sprang from their employment, is still unresolved and forms a
backcloth to the major structural changes in the Movement over

the past twenty years.

n_S r ed tra?ing POsitiOn _of the retail Societies throughout
nineteen sixtieS led the Co-operative Union to introducée
aimed at reducing the number of Societies to

towards Society mergers had been singled out

as responsible for the further decline in the
elections and other

its Regional. Plan

i ty. The trend
numhe 16 aCtlV/AStS
number of members participating in meetings,

smaiT T <1 the Societies- Often through financial necessity,

units e”b Sl1”ed.Societies_were amalgamating to form larger
tha boandarres of Societies were no longer necessarily

compatible with the boundaires of a particular “community®, be
i a village or a small town. There is no doubt that the
anxiety felt by many activists about the consequences that
regionalisation®™ may have for democratic involvement led to
the establishment of a Working Party on Democracy in Regional
HiahwavT “ ~ n UP thr°ugh an initiative by the Enfield
Fa rg « r f::iegy at %Pe 1967 C°”9ress and._ it dp]ed
port to include recommendations for changes in methods
of democratic control in larger regional Societies. This
document reaffirmed the belief of most Co-operators that democracy
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was not only worthwhile and workable but had implications for
the extension of community participation, so that “wider
democracy”™ was served and strengthened by the opportunities

that ordinary men and women had for service in the Movement.

A second statement of faith was that effective democratic control
and maximum operational efficiency could be reconciled,

should be mutually supporting, and were not incompatible.

The Report said;

"Democracy is an essential principle in the operation
of Co-operative organisation: business efficiency

is also essential as a condition of the survival of
the organisation and a proof of the validity of its
claims to be effective in meeting its members® needs.
We appreciate and understand managers® Tfears expressed,
for example, by professional management that the
first element can, and in practice sometimes does -
check the second. It need not do so, and in fact,
democracy can aid efficiency if the right definition,
of functions and the right attitudes and skills are
achieved in the Society."(7)

Throughout the past twenty years Co-operative activists have
been trying to come to terms with, and tackle the problems
associated with, tendencies that have threatened the activists”
perceptions of the Co-operative Movement as it ought to be.
First, the commercial battle for survival in the High Street
has forced such intense price competition that the traditional
payment of dividend on purchases was gradually suspended. The
vast majority of Societies were forced to replace dividend
payments to members and introduced dividend stamps instead.
These were given away to customers, regardless of whether or
not they were members. This removed an important financial
incentive for membership because if all shoppers received the
dividend stamp, then the financial benefits of actual membership
were no longer significant.

Certainly for thousands of working class families the Co-op
dividend payments had been a critical source of additional income
accrued in a relatively painless way. This form of enforced
saving enabled them to make major purchases, pay for holidays,
buy Christmas presents, and in other ways to save without
apparent effort. In the past some Scottish Societies charged
relatively high prices for their goods in order to pay a generous
dividend and then make the pay-out quarterly to coincide with

the demand for the rent on municipal housing. For older
Co-operators from poorer backgrounds the attraction of the
dividend was a major incentive to join a Co-operative Society.

The virtual abolition of the dividend, because of price
competition and falling surpluses, removed this incentive.

With the ending of dividend payments came the gradual decline

in membership, a reduction in the number of Societies, and a
further fall in the number of activists. It became more common
for Societies to hold two meetings annually instead of the usual
four. As Groombridge had showed, the guilds were suffering a
malaise too, and some of the consequences were uncontested



elections and vacancies on the major committees of Societies.

The Working Party of the Education Executive attributed the
decline of participation to several reasons, but the development
of regional Societies was mentioned because,

"The sense of community which produced or reinforces
identification or association of Co-operative

members with their own Society is considerably

weakened. This trend is complemented by the

growth in size of societies and the rarity with which

any society area now matches any single community."(8)

The main point about the Movement was that it was forced to
respond to social and economic changes that were occurring in
society generally. Co-operators were forced to recognise that
the trading success or failure of a Society no longer had the
same repercussions for an individual member. Also potential
activists were being lured away to other leisure time pursuits,
and the commitment to the Co-operative Movement as a positive
expression of a new social order was no longer so important
for younger consumers.

In the past, particularly in the nineteen thirties, many
Co-operative Societies offered though their auxiliaries a
range of educational and recreational activities for men and
women of all ages. The Guilds and the B.Y.F.C. served the dual
purpose of entertaining and instructing young people who,
lacking other opportunities, were drawn into Co-operative
membership, and some became activists eventually standing for
election to one of the Society"s committees. Those who were
already politically committed saw membership of the local
Co-operative Society as important because it provided an
avenue for advancing socialistic ideals and principles.

From time to time the various auxiliaries clashed with the
management committees over some aspect of Society policy.
A young member of the B_F.Y_.C. might be provoked into challenging
the leadership at the quarterly meeting on an issue such as
resources for the youth club. In this way he or she would get
noticed and then encouraged to take a closer interest in
Society affairs. Maybe, unbeknown to the newcomers, leading
figures in the Society would encourage their involvement
and try and draw them into other activities. In this way the
Co-operative Society was able to draw on a pool of talented
youngsters who would, in the course of time, graduate from the
young co-operators®™ onto the leading committees of the Society.
Nowadays, with the B.T.F.C. collapsed and the Guilds a shadow
of their former strength, this source of activists has all but
dried up.

A year before the Co-operative Union published its report on
Democracy in Regional Societies, a working party set up by the
Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society issued its report on ways

and means of improving levels of member participation in

the government of large regional Societies. It was at this time
that the first Societies covering large geographic areas were
being formed in the North-East and the North-West of England,
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and the available evidence revealed a sharp decline in member
interest in these larger organisations. The R.A.C.S. Report
acknowledged the struggle of the Movement to survive commercially,
and recognised, albeit reluctantly, the need for a restructuring
of the Societies if they were to engage successfully in
competition with nationally and internationally organised
capitalist chain stores.

The Report argued that,
"our present machinery of Co-op government is
wastefully expensive, cumbersome, unresponsive
to direction and initiative, and undemocratic
in practice. It is expensive, for instance,
in those societies where the cost of voting -
because so few members vote - is literally pounds
per head. It is undemocratic iIn those societies
where votes are cast by a mere one or two per
cent of the membership, or where there are so few
candidates that voting becomes unnecessary.1(@)

The main thrust of its proposals was to advocate the decentral-
isation of decision-making and a greater involvement of the
membership through the creation of shop-based groups to involve
larger numbers of people. Shop groups could be, the Report
suggested, the basic body of activists and they would take on
the task of propagandising co-operative activity in their
neighbourhood, as well as promoting social, cultural and
educational activities. The views and criticisms of these groups
could then be conveyed up through the structure of the Societies
through District Committees and eventually to the Board. The
idea was not new(10) and no Society amended its constitution to
incorporate shop groups, although some of the large Societies
have experimented from time to time with open evening meetings
in their larger stores, especially in connection with the
promotion of new products or as part of a sales and membership
drive. Hence the problem of attracting enough active members

to form the nucleus of a polyarchy of lay leaders has remained.

In 1974 William Pickard emphasised the point soon to be made in
the first report of the Co-operative Union®"s Working Party on
developing such a leadership. "There are,” he wrote, "in
general more vacancies than there are competitors to Fill them:
there are in general too many who have served longer than they
care to remember, and who would like to pass the responsibility
on if only someone else was ready to accept it.”(11) The problem,
as posed in this article, was that, both the quantity and the
quality of lay leadership was a cause for serious concern. In
the past, service on a Co-operative committee had been, for many,
a chance to develop skills and training that was not otherwise
available. Co-operative Societies provided an avenue for
purposeful, worthwhile and rewarding activity for the able

sons, and, to a lesser extent, daughters of working class homes.
To state the problem simply, these people were no longer around
in such numbers because advances in state educational provision,
as well as increased opportunities in other areas, deprived the
Co-operatives of a stratum of the working population in which
they had, formerly, found it relatively easy to recruit. This
thesis is difficult to prove, but it is superficially
strengthened by the life experiences of many older Co-operators.



A second reason advanced for the decline in lay leadership was
that levels of professionalism of managers and educators increased
that the contribution of the untrained amateur was no
longer highly valued, and, in fact, often condemned. It has

been argued that "potential lay leaders can be, and 1 suspect
daunted by the prospect of controlling the policy of

so much

often are,
competent professionals. All the resources of jargon, of figure
recrting of capital "A" Authority, can be employed against them:
and though 1 believe that every sensible professional inwardly

accepts the values and virtue of lay control, he can outwardly
snarl and growl when his favourite bones are in danger of being
taken away." Whatever the merits of these explanations for the
decline in lay leadership, the Movement had no real strategy
for dealing with it, nor did it have sufficient information

on which to base any policy.

The Working Party made clear in the opening pages of its report
hat it was necessary to undertake a survey of lay leadership in
the retail Societies because, "there was little hard evidence
at present on which to base any recommendations. To remedy
this the Working Party carried out a structure survey of Society
committees and a survey of activists. The inquiry led to the
conclusion that there were, in November 1974, between four and
a half to five thousand lay leadership positions, and this
represented °.4 per cent to 0.5 per cent of the total membership
of British Societies. The Working Party was also persuaded

hat amalgamations tended to decrease the number of lay
leadership positions.

The survey of activists revealed that many held more than one

office m a Society, so for every 100 positions there were only

65 individuals holding office, which suggests that the number
activists m British Co-operatives was probably as low as

our thousand. The mean age of committee members was 60+ 1$

years, except for employee Directors who tended to be younger

(average 53 years). 86.7 per cent of the lay leaders had been

active for more than 25 years, and 40 per cent of the total number

of lay leaders were, or had been, employees in some form of

Co operative employment. At Board level, exactly 50 per cent

of the Presidents and 49.6 per cent of all Directors had

experience as employees of the Movement and this excluded staff/

employee representatives.

[0}

This survey also revealed a definite trend towards fewer
contested elections. Although the low response rates make the
actual figures rather unreliable, there is little doubt that

of those who were first elected to office prior to 1950, only

4 per cent were elected unopposed, but those who contested
positions since 1970 had a ten times greater chance of taking a
seat on a Co-oeprative committee without having to fight an
election. Commenting on their findings, the Report said,

It must be said that the Movement has allowed its
lay leadership to be reduced to a perilous if not
esperate state. The whole burden of democratic
control is being carried by too few individuals
for too long."(12)
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Although the method was pragmatic, the ultimate revolution
would be no less comprehensive than that dictated by the Marxist
syllabus."(13) The relatively straightforward tasks of
administration, accounting, and organising, which Co-operative
Society lay leaders learn in their committee rooms, were seen
as not only intrinsically useful, but as demonstrating a

potent point. Skills learnt in the corner shop or in the Co-op
Hall could form the basis of the general skills needed for the
organisation of a new social order in which political authority
would emanate from local voluntary groups and not from a
centralised political state. As Yeo comments, "the perspective
in its most developed form envisaged co-operation employing and
supplying the whole working class and spreading its modes
throughout the rest of society. Meanwhile the agency towards
such a dream should be local, federated to other societies,

and a missionary to outlying regions.1(14) In many cases the
politically committed activists were introduced to the Movement
by parents or partners. They tended to see their service on
Co-operative Society Boards and Committees as a personal
contribution to the struggle for a more just social order,

but more personally satisfying than membership of the Labour
Party and their trade union.

The Co-operatively Committed

In many respects these activists were not very different from

the First since they held similar beliefs about the Co-operative
Movement as a form of practical socialism, and they also referred
to their Labour Party and trade union activities. They had,
however, without exception entered the Movement originally through
one of the Guilds, through the B.F.Y.C. or the pre-war

Children s Circle. Often the encouragement came from parents.
One Director explained his initial commitment in this way,

|l don,t think I was ever prompted to join the Co-op movement;

it was a way of life and I was absorbed into it. My parents

were really dedicated co-operators and believed it to be the

only way that working class people could survive in the thirties.
My father was out of work and he was virtually on the scrapheap....
so we had a very socialist outlook and as soon as | was ten years
old 1 went into the Children®s Circle. It was the natural

thing to do. Over and over again in the interviews with

leading figures in the Societies the importance of an early
introduction was stressed. In many cases it was a mother who

was a stalwart in the Women®s Guild: "My mother was a keen
member of the Women’s Guild. 1 remember asking her when | was

a child, what is the Co-op about?'". She said something about

it being for the poor people - to better them. This really stuck
in my mind." Another elderly Director remembered delivering

a free Co-operative monthly newspaper around the streets where

he was brought up. He joined the Children®s Circle at the age

of seven. "My mother was a prominent member of the women®s

Guild and secretary of the local branch.® Another Director
recalled that he joined his local Society as soon as he was
sixteen because “the whole of my family were socially minded,

my mother was a suffragette, and you must remember that the
Labour Party was not as prominent as it is today. My local
Society had all sorts of educational and social activities.
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I began to go to classes and ended up the leader of the
Adolescent Group. | was eighteen at the time. We met weekly,
had a debate or a visiting speaker and then dancing or games.
It was a very practical way of involving young people and
spreading the ideas of socialism and co-operation.”

The emphasis throughout these interviews was of a long attachment
to the Movement going back to the inter war years. These men
and women saw the achievement of the Co-operative Commonwealth
as itself the embodiment of that more equable social order for
which the Labour Party and the Trade Unions were little more
than means. In their case activism was described in terms of
direct service and as valuable in itself in a democratic
society. Participation was seen as personally satisfying and
morally and politically worthwhile, but the essence of
co-operation was not commercial success; rather was it the
involvement of as many people as possible in the soc.ial ,
educational and business affairs of the societies through the
auxiliaries.

The Family Traditionalists

The family link in the previous two cases has already been
mentioned and its importance cannot be exaggerated. Where
this third category differed from them is the complete lack
of reference either to politics, except perhaps to explicitly
deny its relevance, or to the ideals of the Movement. The
family reference among this category was simply to the fact
that their parents had always shopped at the Co-op, had been
members of their local Society, and had stressed to them the
economic advantages of such shopping and membership. These
activists had come to accept these arguments as equally relevant
for themselves. As one Director said: "my mother insisted 1
join when 1 started work and began paying my board. She
told me to get all my stuff at the Co-op and save the dividend.
My parents were Scots, and | suppose they picked up the Co-oper-
ative background there.® Another remembered being given a one
pound share by her parents nearly fifty years ago, "There was
no question about it, we were a Co-op family, not political or
anything.... it just made good sense.” One activist recalled
that as soon as he was old enough, ~I paid my shilling and
joined, but I think it goes back further than that really
because my parents were keen co-operators. My grandmother®s
membership number was 40; she was one of the first to join
her society so there was a sort of Co-op feeling in the family.
It was always a question of, "let"s look in the Co-op first"
and it"s something 1"ve grown up with 1 suppose.” Their parents
were not described as in any way active in the Movement,
except perhaps for an occasional member of a Women"s Guild.
At some time they personally had attended a members® meeting,
had become interested in the Society as a business which they
could participate in running, and from their attendance at
such meetings they had eventually been persuaded to stand for
elected office. In some cases it was a spouse rather than a
parent who was instrumental in encouraging membership. One
woman said, "when we married my husband persuaded me that Co-op
shopping was the only answer. 1 took a fair amount of
converting but he was already a member and very loyal....
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he came from a family in which the dividend was a very important
actor-——as it was m many ordinary households.” Another
woman, now a leading figure in her Society, also attributed
er early involvement to her husband. ’It was encouragement
rom my husband mostly. He comes from a working class background
industrial Wales and where he lived there we a strong
Co-operative Society. 1 think his father was a member of the
Board and when we were married he encouraged me to join and
shop at the Co-op. 1 didn"t have the same political background
because 1 came from an agricultural area.... so | think it was
is influence that started my involvement.® A relatively
young Director of the same Society recalled his interest
beginning because of his wife. "1 first got interested in the
0 op through my wife who then worked at the Society as
secretary to the General Manager. As such she used to go to
he quarterly meetings and in the end 1 started to go with her.
s certainly not a tremendously strong political motive as
i 1is with some people. | suppose | could be described as a
floating voter and I"m not a member of the Labour or the
I really only became interested through
I remember my mother
Her main aim

0 operative Parties.
y 1 e s work, although when 1 was young
buying nearly all her shopping from the Co-op.

she %.eﬁhper%”v%ﬂ?d bgegndﬂgrtlh%oc&rrp fer' the divi so that when
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These are activists whose First personal contact had come from
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Daid6t LW en I .left sch®0l- =zt was regarded as secure and well
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linr h r ~ SOU9 emplo™ment with a Society because_of this
link but they possessed no initial political or auxiliary

commitment, even where this came later. They had come to
bhrough their employment in a Co-operative Society
that membership was worthwhile insofar as it opened up
opportunities for a degree of employee participation in the
ecision making processes that controlled their working lives
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Similarly, with the decline in the dividend as a type of
economic justice and with the decline in membership generally
the influence of family tradition is likely to decline. The
seven family tradition recruited members of the latter"s

Board are in this respect less likely to be indicative of the
future than the eight employee recruited members, three of whom
were not employed by that Society at the time of the interview.

The most striking contrast between the type of activist by

source of recruitment was that between the politically

committed in both Societies, only two of whom had even been a
Co-operative employee, one in the Co-operative Party, and the
employee entrants, none of whom stressed Labour Party attachements,
although one mentioned the Liberal Party. As the other sources dry up
does this mean some kind of division amongst Co-operative

activists between those who see it as at best a wing of the

Labour Movement generally and those who enter it as a source

of employment and think of it as mainly a business, with a
generally social message no doubt, but not directly associated

with any political party? To answer this question it is necessary
to examine in rather more detail what being a Co-operative

activist entails because the source of the disappearing lay
director may be more appropriately seen in this context.
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Chapter Ftvf

IHE ESSENTIALS OF CO-OPERATIVE ACTTVTSM

May 1980 Mr. Harry Bailey opened his presidential address to
the Co-operative Congress by thanking all those people who had
made thispresidency possible for him. "1 start with my wife",

e said, who has at various times been a Trade Union widow, a
Civil Service widow, and a co-operative widow. (U within the
Movement the expression, "a co-operative widow"™ has been
customarily used to draw attention to the fact that the
vountary activities of the great majority of its committee and
other workers, males and married, have been necessarily carried

dai* n frem h°me*® °ften in the evening after lhe
centred®attit T ™ ' ~ pOSSibilit®™ therefore, that a more home-
durina th r N Part °f working-class men has emerged

of thL 1 ?T%e r 7" to haVe thS 6ffeCt of reducin? the number
n ng ° un(3ertake voluntary, democratic responsi-

ilities for the working-class movements cannot be altogether
ignore m this context, even if the necessary historical
evidence to support such a possibility is virtually unobtainable.

he activists in the Societies studied were simply asked how

~ he demandS °n th6ir time' WhiGh had arisen from

SelrliecTi
Soript °n 3 B°ard °r °ther committee of their
That” C°nfdictin5 responsibilities to their families.

t this might be problematic was recognised by one respondent
who, while acknowledging that his wife was in sympathy with his
activism, nevertheless remarked that he could do what he did
only because he was nearing retirement. Had he been a younger
man with a family, he thought, he would not have been justified
in giving up as much of his spare time to the Society"s affairs

th _ dld® ©°ther_resP°ndents, however, in more or less
the kind of family situation which he envisaged made their

thir _ tlIOn ermS °f the, active enc®uragemen iven them b
their wives or husbands, as the case may e,gang Eygoyger 4
children. The activists who were interviewed, that is, were

orrat®fegV h afl 5o yfors &nd childr¥h o I5F ASENS8SFRivedt-

TTthi h e participation, did nothing to discourage it.
Although, of course, there is no information here which makes it

possible to decide whether in fact the circumstances of wolking-

suDDortCf1VviStSV . . Changed over time® the value of familx _
support for participation at the present cannot be overemphasised.

X.°F the 32 people, sitting on Co-operative Boards or committees
the period when the interviews were carried out, were married
°n an°ther committee or Board of the_same

Societvon€EMSIttLT d _
ciety. Married couples on the same Co-operative committee

vn?m% neVe~thaleSS® to be rare® although one Board member
volunteered the information that he and his wife had both been

haS thefeaw earl”™ r B°ard to9ether in the past. On the other

SO tnat the WaS °n-Y °“ bachelor and one widog amoqgst them all,
that the remaining 24 activists were married to

%)
co-operative widows" and 5 "co-operative widowers”. In every

case the widowers®™ in question were reported as active elsewhere
n a political party perhaps, or in some other voluntary

z y'-T t necessarily Co-operative. In about half the cases
f the widows®™ this was also true; but the remainder appear to
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have stayed at home when their husbands were Co-operatively
engaged, sometimes grumbling about it, sometimes demonstrating
what was described by one husband as exemplary patience, but
obviously iIn no case proving to be sufficiently obstructive to
prevent their husbands from continuing to be active.

Asked, therefore, whether they couldestimate the amount of their
leisure time which they devoted to Society business, the
respondents clearly had some difficulty in assessing even the
amount of time over a four-week period which they spend on
attending Board or Committee meetings alone, probably because
they had never had occasion to make such an assessment before.

In the case of one Society the Board met once a fortnight for
most of the year and, although different estimates were provided
for the average length of these meetings, ranging from eight to
fourteen hours per month, what was undoubtedly entailed by
conscientious, regular attendance was at least one evening every
fortnight allocated to such Board meetings alone. Many of these
Board members also attended other Society meetings. "l serve on
the Member Relations®™ Committee.*” "1 am on the Political
Council._” "During the last month I have attended meetings at the
Co-operative Hall, organised by the Education Committee."

Being an activist means more than merely showing an interest in
the business affairs of a Co-operative Society. It means devoting
much leisure time to Co-operative interests generally.

In the case of the other respondents these general circumstances
were very similar to those of the first, even if the answers were
rather more difficult to analyse because the amalgamation between
a number of Societies had resulted in a constitution with Regional
Boards as well as a Central Executive Board. Before the merger
one Board met once a week. Now the Regional Board meets once a
fortnight, but four of its members attend meetings of the
Executive Board of the whole Society once a month, and there are
often sub-committee meetings as well, so that there is nothing
like an "average®™ month from which to make an estimate.
Respondents also varied in their estimates of the length of a
meeting from sometimes as short as about an hour to as much as
four hours. Nevertheless, it is clear that the minimum
requirement of a Board member is one evening a fortnight on

Board meetings alone; and some members have other meetings for
educational and political purposes within the Society to the
degree that on occasions an activist can devote as much as three

or four evenings in a single week to the Society"s affairs.

The constitution complicates the situation even more for other
activists because two members of one Regional Board also serve
on another Board which meets once a month. Clearly, being an
activist, even if only on a Regional Board, means devoting much
leisure time to Co-operative affairs generally, attending C.W.S.
meetings or going to Congress as well as attending members”
meetings in the area.

Board members, of course, receive documents, minutes, agendas
and are required to spend some time preparing themselves for the
meetings to which these papers relate. "After the meeting |
forget all about it until the week-end. Then on Saturday
evening or Sunday afternoon or evening | go through the papers
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making notes about anything relevant to what we have been
discussing which 1 know will be brought up again.* "1 look
briefly at the Board papers when they first come and spend
three-quarters of an hour or so every other Sunday evening,
before the Board®"s meeting on the Monday, reading them through
more carefully - three-quarters of an hour or as long as it
takes.® "It varies. The papers are in a form which makes it
easy for me to see what is a routine item. Sometimes all the
items are routine, occasionally there is a document, on which

I can spend as much as an hour on that item alone.” ~I may sit
in the evening and read a C.W.S. report or something like that;
but it is very difficult to say how much time 1 spend doing this
sort of thing."

Irrespective of which Society they are active in, that is to
say, irrespective of what kind of activist they are - management
centred, educational, political - much of the leisure time of
activists is devoted to that Society"s affairs, supplemented

by attendance at meetings elsewhere, representing the Society
in some capacity or other. This is what democratic
participation in a Co-operative Society means, that voluntary
service on the part of activists is given willingly by people
for whom it has become an important aspect of their everyday
lives after their paid employment, inside or outside of the
Movement, 1is over. Such very personal involvement in a Society
and its activities was, therefore, quite correctly referred to
by one respondent as a hobby, for all that the very serious
ideological implications of a Co-operative interest may be seen
as marking it off from those other leisure-time pursuits of a
sporting or cultural sort, for which this term might be though
to be more appropriate.

This reference to ideology should not be misunderstood. |In
terms of the types of activists identified in the previous
chapter, namely, by reference to the reasons why they joined a
Co-operative Society initially and became active subsequently,
there does not seem to have been any distinction between them

in their attitude to the kind of issues which are dealt with by
the committees or Boards on which they have served. For
example, although quite a number of Board members referred in
their interveiw to differences of opinion, expressed at Board
meetings, they described these very much as expressions of very
personal points of view, as more or less idiosyncratic, in

fact, to the individual Board members who spoke on some subject
or other under discussion. Perhaps even more striking, however,
was the almost complete unanimity which these Board members
demonstrated when asked about the kind of cnadidate which they
regarded as ideal for election to the Board of Directors of a
Co-operative Society, namely, Co-operators who demonstrated
their conviction for the principles of the Movement, regardless
of whether or not they possessed some expertise which might be
valuable for the work of the Board. Employees were regarded as
not particularly well advantaged in this respect, simple because
they might be, say, managers of shops with a great deal of
experience in Co-operative daily business. The work of the
Board was described in the interviews in policy-making rather than
purely managerial terms and certainly not in terms of the
detailed day-to-day running of the Society"s affairs. Thus,

the division of functions between Board members and senior
servants of the Society was defined in this way. It was
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believed that the Chief Executive Officer and his staff had

the responsibility of carrying out their duties in order to
achieve results determined by the Board. The policy laid down
by it was drawn up in the light of information provided at
meetings and in documents prepared by senior management in
advance of such meetings. It is illuminating to notice in this
connection that one employee-recruited activist confessed that
the work of the Board was quite different from what he had
imagined it to be before he joined it and that he personally
had gained an insight into the much broader aspects of the work
of the Society than he had ever had when he was just an employee
with no experience of office.

Of course, interviews as such, are not a good way of determining
information about this perennial problem of the relationship
between broad policy making and detailed management. A researcher
needs - as inconspicuously as possible - to attend many committee
meetings and staff meetings, to get a better impression of how in
practice policy decisions are laid down by reference to mangement
experience, and vice versa, how management decisions are derived
from a Society"s general policies. Nevertheless, it would appear
from the interviews that for most of the time discussions at the
Board level, although often concerned with both policy making and
management did not divide the members amongst themselves, or the
members from their senior officials, along ideological or
Pelitical versus purely economic lines. Both the economic and
social implications of any proposal seem to be looked at whenever
any Board members thinks them relevant and differences of opinion
seem to represent purely personal interpretations of both sorts
of implication rather than a single-minded adherence to the
importance of one or the other. Where there does seem to be a

¢ fference between activists in one of the Societies, at any rate,
is in the attitudes of Directors and members of other committees
to the work of the Board of Management. Although there is a
clear recognition of the fact that over many years it has been
customary for quite a number of candidates for that Board to seek
office after a period of apprenticeship first on the education
and/or political committee, a slight majority of the respondents
who are now serving on these committees, took the view that they
personally could never stand for office because of the financial
implications of the work of management. They were convinced that
it was vital for Board members to understand the details of
accounting, expenditure, income raising, and indeed all the
matters summarised in the Society"s balance sheet. "You have

to know a lot more than 1 do about business and profit-making

to stand for management.* "If you fail to do the financial job
properly the Society goes under. It does not matter so much if
the accounts of the other committee are in a bit of a mess.”

"It is not so much amatter of management and keeping the employees
happy. You have to think big business. The Co-op is big
business now. "

Unfortunaely, the present members of the Boards in either
Society were not asked about their personal experiences in this
Had they been apprehensive when they had first sought
Isst the financial side of the work would prove to be
too difficult for them to understand? Had they met the problems
of understanding the financial aspects of the business decisions
which they made on the Society"s behalf? Was all this really
so formidable as these members of other committees believed?

respect.
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Co-operative Societies have for long been concerned with presenting
their financial statements and balance sheets in a form which makes
them readily intelligible to the ordinary members. Yet it still
must necessarily be the case that in such simple presentation
the decisions which have to be made over a period of some six
months or a year to produce the balances recorded remain
obscure to those who are not present when these decisions are
made; and it is possible that it is this necessary obscurity
which has created the notion in some activists® minds that
special skills are required in management committee service.

In the interviews Board members said nothing about business and
finance in this respect. Instead they stressed the ability to
co-operate, to be prepared to listen to a point of view which
they did not share, to try to see all sides of a question and
make a decision which was sufficiently acceptable to enough of
the committee members to make it work. They stressed, indeed,
the very same qualities of committee membership performance
which were stressed by the members of the education committee
and political committee for their own work. The detailed
treatment of the purely educational, purely political, purely
mangerial or business aspect of each committee"s function, it
would seem, is something which activists learn, and can only
learn, by sitting on those committees which are- concerned with
these various facets of the Co-operative Society"s daily
existence. If there is a problem here it is to educate the
membership not so much in the details of management finance

kut out of the fear that it is a mystery beyond the scope of
ordinary men and women. From everything which was said in
interview, long established members of Co-operative Society
Committees expect that newcomers will take a little while to
learn the ropes, but, equally, they expect that with a genuine
belief in the values of co-operation such newcomers will

soon learn to be able to play their part in the work of the
Society. This is the basis and the essentials of co-operative
altruism, whatever the Society for whom it is applied

As might be expected, there was nevertheless some difference
between entrants and others in the sort of concern they
expressed for the Movement®s future. Asked what they thought
were the major problems facing it as a whole - and not just
their own Society - all the employee entrants without
exception referred to the competition it faces now and will
face in an intensified form in the future, especially in the
food trades, from the large multiples. In the case of one
Society"s respondents, some of these employee entrants referred
also to other problems, such as the recruitment of future
activists, but the other Society"s respondents did not unless
they were asked specifically about Co-operative democracy and
Co operative ideals. Even then their response was made in
terms of the economics of trading. "Personally 1 am not
interested in Co-op deals because I"m more of a modern man
looking towards the future. |If you stand still you go
backwards. You have to move forwards __ The vast majority
of our members are shoppers who join to get credit. They are
not interested in anything else.” "Because we shall have to
continue fighting the multiples and the supermarkets for trade
m the High Street, | can"t frankly see the old concept of
co-operation return. We remember co-operation as it was but
it has gone.” Those activists who had joined through family
influences also took very much the same point of view, although
they were more likely to refer to other issues spontaneously.
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en it comes to the social side, things have changed so much.
You ve got television and other activities so you don"t get the
old mixed guilds and the women"s guilds are so poorly attended
nowadays. " "I become at times disillusioned, because 1 do not
think the lay people like myself now have the strength to help
organise this big Movement. With the bureaucrats we now have
in the Movement, who run it their way, just as bureaucrats are
running our whole lives, the lay people will find it more
and more difficult to make their presence felt."™ Pessimistic
views of this sort were very rare in the first Society, even
when there was no reference to the challenge of the multiples,
competition in the High Street, or the trading position
generally, and the respondent referred instead to the future
recruitment of activists, the future of Co-operative democracy,
or to some other challenge which the Movement would have to
meet on its social side.

In consequence it may be expected that there would be a
difference between activists in their attitude towards
Co-operative amalgamations. The members of one Society had been
involved in negotiations with those of another Society and
although eventually they had turned the proposals for a merger
they had some idea of what it would entail, and the
activists among them, and especially those who were Board
members at the time of the interviews, expressed opinions about
the wisdom or otherwise of both the proposed merger and the
members attitude towards it. The other Society®s members,
similarly, had experience of amalgamation because they had

come together to form a new Society. Although it is quite
clear that respondents had changed their minds slightly in
consequence of learning the details about amalgamations - some
initially doubtful had become convinced the proposed merger

was necessary or even good, while others had begun by being
either for or against, and had ended doubtful - it is

N aSsify _them in one of the three positions at the

enHSIb”N S C
end. The following Table shows where the different types of
activists in the enquiry eventually stood on the amalgamation

While the majority - roughly 73 per cent - were in
the extreme between the
is quite

down,

certain

issue.
favour, irrespective of their type,
employee entrants and the politically committed

marked, with the remainder definitely in between.

RESPONDENTS®™ EVENTUAL ATTITUDE TO THEIR SOCIETY’S

— BEE 5-
______________ —

AMALGAMATION

For Doubtful Against

Employee entrants 11 o o
Family traditionalists 4 3 o
Co-operatively committed 3 2 o
Politically committed 1 1 1

Gamma = +0.75 @)

robably the most striking feature of this Table, however, is
that whatever their original attitudes to amalgamation those
00 ) had entered_the Movement initially because they
could obtain employment with it and had no political or other
Co operative axe to grind, came down eventually in favour of
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an economic answer to their Society®s needs, irrespective of
whatever misgivings they might otherwise have. About half the
other activists also took this point of view but the rest
remained at least doubtful. If this survey, therefore, has
tapped a situation which is generally true of the Co-operative
Movement, the impact of inflation and the cause of Co-operative
amalgamations is likely to result in a situation where lay
directors who, in the sense of the last chapter, are family
traditionalists, Co-operatively committed, or politically
committed, are likely to become doubtful about the way the
Movement is going. [If this is interpreted as a cause of
possible disillusionment, lay directors recruited by these
means are likely to be even less available in the future than
they are today.
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For those who are unfamiliar with the term, gamma is a
relatively unsophisticated measure of association between
the items iIn a table, In the case of Table 5, between

type of initial entry to Co-operative activism and
attitude to amalgamation. +0.75 measures the degree of
association such that although it may be claimed that
employee entrants might be predicted to be more likely to
be in favour of amalgamation and the remaining activists,
in varying degrees, doubtful, the association is far from
perfect (+1.00), suggesting that the attitudes in question
are rather more complex than the simple-minded prediction
would imply. For comparison it is however enlightening
that a postal questionnaire, returned by 22 other
activists in the Midlands, in which they were asked, among
other things, how they came to join a Co-operative Society
and their attitude to the Regional Plan, provided a gamma
value of +0.9 for the degree of agreement with the rapid
implementation of the latest Regional Plan and whether they
had entered as employees or not.
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CHAPTER SIX

THE FUTURE OF A PEOPLE®"S DEMOCRACY

"The principle of consumer®s supremacy”", one of the social
philosophers of Co-operation has written, "is not the criterion
of Co-operation. That criterion is the principle of democracy."(1)
Yet, if the first principle of Co-operation, enunciated by the
International Co-operative Alliance soon after this, were to be
taken literally by all Co-operative Societies everywhere there
is an overwhelming probability that the consumer®s interest
would eventually prevail within them. "Membership of a
co-operative society”, the I1.C.A. proclaimed in 1965, “should

be voluntary and available without artificial restriction or

any social, political, or religious discrimination, to all persons
who can make use of its services and are willing to accept the
responsibilities of membership."(2) The attempt to draw a
distinction between open and voluntary membership in order to
accommodate the truth that "quite obviously, independent
producer co-operatives cannot accept members for whom they are
unable to find jobs®™ so that they are justified in refusing to
allow any one to be at liberty to join their ranks, (@) indicates
a failure on the social philosopher®s part to understand the
issue which the I.C.A. framers of the re-worded Rochdale
Principles seem to have had much more clearly in mind, namely,
that those persons who make use of the services of producer
co-operatives have an interest in what those co-operatives do,
and how they do it, so that to restrict the membership of those
bodies solely to their employees violates the social purpose for
which the Co-operative Movement stands. The I.C.A. corollary,
that voluntary membership, without any discrimination on the
basis of artificial restriction, entails that every person who
joins a Society accepts "the responsibilities of membership*®

may thus reasonably be interpreted to become a sufficient
safeguard against the possibility that a producer co-operative
which permitted anyone to join it would be swamped by members,
demanding jobs. Just as with consumer®s co-operation, as

this is normally understood, there need be nothing in the rules
of any Co-operative Society which affirms that every member has
the automatic right also to become an employee at will. To be

a responsible member, indeed, means to recognise the fact that
membership becomes meaningless if a Society ceases to be viable.

The emphasis on every member®s interest being the fundamental
principle has been made here because it is this above all which
jJustifies the derivative, one member, one vote. The Co-operative
case against capitalism was, and is, precisely that it offends
this principle. Co-operatives, it is true, have also objected

to the unequal distribution of wealth which capitalism has
fostered and which, in its turn, has continued to make capitalism
flourish. The notion of paying only a fixed interest on the
capital invested in a Co-operative Society bears witness to this
objection, even if this was also true of capitalist partnership
before the advent of the modern joint-stock company and was
applied by Robert Owen in his non-Co-operative venture at

New Lanark.(@ Much more important, therefore, was the Co-oper-
ative Movement®"s rejection of the capitalist principle that
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inequalities of wealth, applied to the production, distribution
and exchange of goods and services, justified inequalities in

the right and capacity to make decisions about when, how, and

why such activities should be undertaken. Because one capitalist
had in the past invested, say, twice as much as another in a
business, they both believed that he was entitled for ever
afterwards not only to twice as large a share in its collective
output but to twice as much a determination of what that output
should be and how that output should be achieved. The Co-operative
case against the undemocratic nature of this assumption rests

on the belief that what matters here and now are the interests
which are affected here and now. Those who have invested capital
in an enterprise and, by not withdrawing it, continue to invest in
it may be assumed to have an interest in what happens to their
money; but the employees of that enterprise also have an interest
here and now iIn what it does because the nature of their
employment depends upon it. Those who trade with it have an
interest, similarly, but in the nature of its trading policies,

in the price and quality of its goods and services, in the

extent to which it provides them with what they want when they
want it, or is prepared to accept from them what they have to
offer on terms which they regard as reasonable. Those who live
in an area in which a business operates also have an interest in
its activities because its acts of omission and commission can
affect their lives iIn very material ways.

11 these interests, of course, are different from one another
and at times may be so very different that they conflict. There
is therefore no simple way of determining how, if at all, one
person®s interest is greater, more worthwhile than another”s.
Although it is quite clearly crude, the principle of one person,
one vote provides an easy way out of the difficulty because when
interests conflict the majority vote decides which interest will
prevail. Thus through its employment of the device of open
membership, on the basis of one member, one vote, the British
Co-operative Movement has put the determination of the course
of Co operative events squarely on the shoulders of those
people who have the motivation to make their economic interests
e fective, by joining a Society in the first place, by attending
its members meetings in order to find out more about what its
officers are doing on the members” behalf, by voting in
eiections of those officers for its Board and other committees,

,,by .st™ ding election themselves. In short, those who are
sufficiently motivated to participate in the conduct of a
Co-operative Society®s affairs are simply assumed to be those
for whom economic interest in what that Society achieves is
surficient to lead them to participate.



The fact, then, that the largest single category of members in
a fully open Society is likely to be neither its employees nor
those who have little or no contact with it beyond happening to
live in the area where it operates, but those who have fairly
regular contact with it as an organisation from which they
purchase, or towhich they sell, goods and services, ensures that
the consumer interest is likely to be the dominant interest in
the long run. At the beginning of this book the rise and
consolidation of consumer sovereignty was explained by reference
to those economic and social developments which converted
Britain into a populous, urban, industrial society by the

end of the nineteenth century. Nothing that has happened since
has reversed that process. Those influences, which pushed the
early Co-operative Movement away from creating communitarian
home colonies of united interests towards the elaboration of
large-scale economic organisations, have continued right up to
the present time and there is no sign that they will change.
This is not to deny that some room has been found in the modern
world for small Co-operatives. Housing Co-operative Societies
are surely a case in point; and the production of highly
specialised products by small worker Co-ops might also be
regarded as viable in this sense, even if both these types of
Co-operative violate the principles of Co-operation when they
are discriminatory, as they usually are, by restricting
membership. However much, then, social philosophers may deplore
the trend, asserting categorically that the small is beautiful,
much of modern life will necessarily have to be run in terms of
large-scale operations because the size and distribution of
modern populations do not permit of any alternative. That is
why the study of what is happening to the democracy of large
Co-operative Societies is so fundamental to understanding how
to preserve and to extend the principles of social justice for
which the Movement stands.

In their discussion of the “"primitive democracy®" of the local
trade clubs of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries
Sidney and Beatrice Webb referred to what they called “the

most childlike faith® of those democrats in their desire that
all their members should be equal and that what concerned them
all should be decided by them all. Such “primitive® democracy,
the Webbs thought, was compatible "only with the smallest
possible amount of business®".(5) It was compatible also only
with the capacity of the members to get together in one place,
effectively to debate the issues before them thoroughly. For
so long as their members are this few in number, housing
co-operatives can be primitive democracies in this sense, as
can be small-scale workers®™ co-operatives. The case for the
latter, it should be understood, is often made to rest on the
principle that "a general assembly of the workforce will be the
ultimate sovereign body” even if T"in any enterprise with numbers
in excess of about twenty, the assembly will have to delegate
responsibilities to an elected committee or board."(6) Quite
apart from the nagging question of whether the protection of
such primitive democracy justifies the refusal of such
Co-operatives to recognise the claims of consumers and others to
have a legitimate interest in how they are run, its maintenance
can be guaranteed, if at all, only for so long as the total
number of members remains small enough for all to participate
in the general assembly, irrespective of whether or not they do
as a matter of fact so participate merely because they can.
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demand perhaps some sort of store representation to meet the
Society"s Board, as a possible solution to the inhibiting
effects of scale and distance. In any case, for so long as the
great bulk of members are interested in their Society solely

as a place where they may trade conveniently and, consequently,
are able to vote with their feet by transferring their custom
elsewhere when they are not satisfied, for so long will they
express their economic interest by so contracting out rather
than by becoming more involved within.

Much the same kind of comment may be made about rank-and-file
employee members of Societies. For example, it was reported in
the 1970"s that the Greater Nottingham Society had set up 26
joint-consultation committees, covering the majority of the
people it employed. "Meetings are held at frequent intervals,
employees are encouraged to attend and participate in these
meetings and free and frank discussion takes place on a wide
range of subject matter. Our experience has shown that our joint
consultative machinery has played a significant role in
maintaining and improving staff morale, employee co-operation
and participation and has been a contributory factor in bringing
about improvements in efficiency and productivity."(© Yet

the Personnel Manager who produced this Report had nothing to
offer on whether the experiment had promoted any kind of
interest in Co-operative participation of the more democratically
involved sort, presumably because this had been insufficient
amongst such rank-and-file employees to attract attention to it.
In any case, if the Enfield Highway Society"s inter-war year
experiences is any guide, in that it had to abandon in 1938
"through lack of support®™ the Joint Advisory Council it had
formed in 1927,(10) for so long as employees can rely on their
trade union organisers to promote their economic interests
vis-a-vis the Board of Directors, they will have no strong
motivation to become involved in the democratic activities of
their Society unless they personally have interests of another
kind which prompt them so to act.

That is why so much attention was paid in the last two chapters
to those characteristics of the active members which might

throw some light on this sort of motivation. The typology of
activities, for instance, was arrived at from the results of
interviews which sought to ascertain why these respondents
joined a Co-operative Society in the Ffirst place and became
active thereafter. In those interviews reference was often made
quite spontaneously to the influence which an earlier activist
had exercised upon the respondent, encouraging him, or her, to
attend meetings of a Society or guild, introducting her, or him,
to other activists and to the many opportunities for democratic
participation which the Co-operative Movement generally provides,
and by sheer force of example, demonstrating the very personal
satisfactions to be gained by choosing to make a hobby of

these activities rather than pursuing some other leisure-time
sport or amusement. Interpersonal influences of this kind
abound in the Movement, which is another reason why it is
correct to emphasise its polyarchic nature as a democracy; for,
the various activists form networks of personal contact, not
only within a single Society but running right across the country
from Society to Society. Activists thus obtain considerable moral
support for the policies they pursue in their own Society and
useful information about what is going on elsewhere.
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Hence the problem of the disappearing lay leader which has so
exercised the concern of Co-operatives over the past ten years
extentT b®.rf ° rmulated here to become the question of the

ent to which family influences, guild influences and political

fluences have declined since the Second World War to result
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The clash between business and social ideology was

very well exemplified in the debate over the Regional Plan

at the 1973 Congress. A member of the Central Executive of the
Co-operative Union, advocating the implementation of the plan,
drew a parallel with the multiple chain stores in order to
persuade Congress to adopt the Plan. The multiples, he claimed,
were organised and developed on national lines.

"They get the economies of scale, unifying and
streamlining, buying and selling, applying
reason to method, slaying sacred vows of
sentiment and by the single minded devotion

to the profit motive.... they have gained

the support of the consumer."(12)

Whillst the “single minded devotion to the profit motive®" was
regarded as the legitimate goal of the Movement as far as some
Co-operators were concerned, for other significant groups this
was precisely the point of contention. Much of the conflict

over the past twenty years has revolved around the disagreement
over the lengths that a Co-operative Society had to go to achieve
profitability. |If the pursuit of a trading surplus endangered
the perceived ideals of certain activists, then the discussions
about structural reform took on an added dimension. There was

a reaction from the anti-business Co-operators against attempts
to pose the problems confronting the Movement in purely
commercial terms, and they attempted to broaden the limits of
debates so that even the term “business®™ took on a wider meaning.
A good example of this was a speech in this 1973 debate by a
Director of Enfield Highway Society:

"When we talk about our business we do not restrict
ourselves to sales, we embrace our business as
meaning democratic participation as well....
Setting aside the question of whether the
economic re-organisation will be successful
surely we need to be equally concerned with

the survival of our co-operative democratic
processes. Almost without exception the
amalgamation of societies does not lead to

an improvement in participation by our members,
usually the opposite is the case. Surely we
ought to be much more certain than we can be

at present that the process of simply creating
bigger and bigger co-operative organisations is
a solution to our problems. No one can point to
a blue print which, if*followed, is likely to
result not only in greater economic strength

but also a much more virile democratic element
with our societies."(13)

This speaker appealed for a strategy for the Movement which could
satisfy the need for improved economic efficiency without damaging
the vitality of democratic participation. In this he echoed

many other lay leaders who argued that the demands of the trading
side of the Movement should be subordinated to its distinctive
democratic practices and the two should be reconciled in a
mutually advantageous way. They tried to bridge the apparent
contradiction between managerially inspired plans, dictated by
concern for trading efficiency, and the non-managerial activists”
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commitment to popular participation in the business and other
affairs of a Co-operative Society. The demand for a “blueprint”
that married “efficiency™ and “democracy” has dominated many
Congress debates in the years since 1958; and there has been a
widespread feeling that the drive for profitability and
rationalisation, spearheaded by the managers and their allies
among the lay leadership, would relegate member participation
to a back seat.

What emerges most clearly from the debates over the past twenty
years, 1in brief, is that the ideologically inspired lay leaders
have perceived themselves as under threat from the “businessmen-®,
and they have had little doubt that the “professionals® have

been becoming more powerful at their expense. They have felt
that they were losing control of the Movement to a well organised
group of "modernisers®™ who had no real interest in the traditions
and principles of Co-operation. As early as 1960 one Director
posed the split in the Movement in these terms :

On the one hand we have those who advocate retaining
the Movement"s democratic structure as the feature
which distinguishes it from private enterprise....

On the other hand we have those headed mainly by

the managerial element who argue that trade is the
only thing that matters and we should give up or

not bother about our preference to be democratic."(14)

In this version, the professional managers were the bete noir
because they were accused of having little interest in, or
sympathy for, the ideals of democratic participation. The
managers were the pacemakers for structural reform, and their
businessmen s outlook entailed a narrowing of vision and an
unnecessary concentration on “professionalising®™ decision making.
The members of the Gaitskell Commission and the other “modernisers®
were accused of attempting to adopt methods and techniques

which were not applicable to Co-operatives. The "ideologues”
argued that proposed reforms would reduce a movement with social
principles to a vast trading organisation. While the contribution
of managers, accountants and the other professionals who worked
for the Societies was recognised, some of the lay leaders felt
that their concern with trading matters should not be allowed to
over-shadow all other matters and they criticised the dominance
of methods of achieving profitability and efficiency, which,

they argued, pre-empted a more important debate about values.
This 1ideological®™, as opposed to “business®, position has more
recently been expressed by a pressure group, aiming to revive
member participation in the consumer Societies, in the form of
the assertion that

businessmen.... are apt to find this narrowing
of vision the most appealing thing about the
profit motive - they can avoid tiresome debates
about objectives,they can concentrate their
energies, they can know whether they are
""successful' or not by one ready reckoner."(15)
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It can hardly be denied that the publication of the Co-operative
Independent Commissionls Report in 1958 gave an impetus to the
growth of specialist professional executive management because
its advocacy of large-scale organisations stimulated the demand
for greater specialisation within the management structure. The
Co-operative Wholesale Society, for example, reorganised its
structure in 1963 and began recruiting managers, often from
non-co-operative bodies, to control the centralised marketing
and procurement activités. In two important respects the
Gaitskell Commission challenged the right of democratically
elected lay members actually to manage Co-operative affairs;
for Hugh Gaitskell and his colleagues the functions of democratic
control and active management were totally different and they
proposed the adoption of clear-cut distinctions and the demarca-
tion of two separate roles. No longer were elected lay members
to Tinterfere® in management decisions. The change in nomen-
clature from “Management Committee® to "Board of Directors”
symbolised a change of function. As far as the C.W.S. was
concerned, the Independent Commission attacked the fact that
the democratically elected lay board had full-time managerial
responsibility. For Gaitskell and his colleagues, this was a
which could be resolved by the proper recruitment,
training and direction of a professional managerial bureaucracy.
As far as the compostion of the boards of the C.W.S. and the
Co-operative Retail Development Society were concerned the
Commission endorsed the view that an executive managerial board
was required, heavily seeded with Chief Officials. The
Gaitskell Report stated that,

"No regard should necessarily be paid in its
selection to mantaining a representative or
geographical balance of interest. And the
personal qualifications required are professional
ability and experience of the techniques of
large-scale management. "(16)

Many activists saw in these proposals a direct attack on deeply
held notions of local lay control. The Report®s proposals would,
they claimed, give greater power to the managers, improve their
ﬁggsgggg and limit the powers of lay members. As one commentator

/ then, endorse the trend away from grass
roots management of economic affairs. Insofar as
the principle was admitted that Co-operatives
were uncompetitive by standards of economic

iciency, the remedy lay in adopting management
professionalism to provide solutions - this would
not tolerate the entrenchment of local control."(17)

The “business®” Co-operators believed that the career bureaucrat
had a fixed sphere of competence and in a neutral way would carry-
out decisions that were democratically arrived at. The Gaitskell
reforms swept away the whole cumbersome proliferation of
committees and sub-committees through which the lay board members
attempted to exert control over management functions. A

Congress delegate, attacking the trend towards larger societies
asked in a later debate,
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"What is being pushed? A monolithic management
structure. A monolith, as you know, is a four
sided stone pillar with a pyramid at the top.

This obviously has attractions to management.

To a mathematician it is a much more attractive
object than a tree. But the Co-operative Movement
is much more like a tree than a monolith, because
the various branches may not have any mathematical
relationship to one another, but it is the health
of the branches of this Co-operative tree that
really matters, and many branches which were
independent Co-operative Boards are now.... dying."(8)

The malaise of the Co-operatives, of which there are many
speeches at Congress by those who claimed to be the keepers of
the Movement"s conscience, was often attributed to the growth
of centralised organisations. The perpetrators of such plans,
in the name of economic efficiency, were often the managerial
element, so it is they who were so often castigated by lay
members for all the shortcomings of the retail Societies.
There is certainly enough evidence to show that most Co-operators
believe that the power of professional management has been
increasing. This has occurred for a number of reasons, among

em t e growth in size of Societies, which increased managers”
rewards, their educational qualifications, their responsibilities
and consequently their importance in the Movement. Up until the
Gaitskell Report there had existed a tradition in Co-operative
Societies of internal promotion of the bright working class
school leaver who joined the Society as a butcher®s apprentice ,
or as a bread delivery boy. Opportunities existed for promotion,
and employees were encouraged to study accounts, commerce,
co operative business practice, etc., by correspondence courses
and through study at the Co-operative College. The typical
Co-operative general manager, up until recently, had worked
all his life for Co-operative Societies, had few, if any,
non-co-operative qualifications, and had no ambition to work
for private trade.

Since the war two inter-related tendencies have altered the role
and status of Co-operative managers. The most important

changes occurred in retailing itself because the increased scale
o] operations demanded levels of expertise that were formerly
unknown. Following the pattern of the United States, retailing
became a major growth industry in the nineteen fifties. Before
then it had low turnovers, was dominated by the family-owned
corner shop, and there was low prestige for the “shop manager-.
he fifties witnessed the movement of capital into retailing,
the investment of vast resources into the development of national
chain stores and the decline of the small shop entrepreneur.
nvestment and innovation led to the growth of a professional
retailing mangement bureaucracy with improved status, higher
educational qualifications, and changed recruitment patterns.

e Independent Commission Report urged co-operative societies
to recruit more readily from Grammar Schools and the Universities
and reward them more handsomely. In the nineteen sixties a
plethora of business studies courses at colleges began to
include lectures on “scientific retailing® and new qualifications

~ na”ement standards m retailing with the establishment
of the Distributive Training Awards. At the same time as these
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processes were affecting managerial functions, the weakened
commercial fortunes of the Co-operatives, along with declining
~participation, have led to a greater reliance on management
to help solve the problems of efficiency.

I¥, then, the question is asked about what is likely to happen
to the Co-operative form of direct participation of the people
m the democratic organisation of their economic life, the answer
must begin with recognition of the extent to which certain
crucial economic exigencies must continue to be faced. Whatever
their market situation, the Boards of Co-operative Societies
must continue to be cost conscious, societies must continue
to balance their books on the credit side at the end of the year.
ie executive officers must continue to organise what is by
now a massive scale of activities through a hierarchy of
managerial functions, which make them necessarily remote from
e ordinary customer, the ordinary employee, in their day-to-
day office routines. As the previous chapter indicated, the
essentials of Co-operative, voluntary activism imply considerable
evotion on the part of activists, however they are recruited;
and for them to understand, in order to monitor, what chief
executive and other senior officers have to do requires very
much more than a casual consideration of market and managerial

o * “ - tS' indeed” more than Probable that the decline
on the lal d6ad T _1® 3 C°nSe”™ ¢ e of the increased demands
the lay leaders which large-scale organisation requires.

The Co-operative Movement, therefore, although it maintains
formal barriers against any member becoming an activist and
positively encourages the few who choose to be to take advantage

of the many facilities it offers locally and nationally,
nevertheless has become so massive in its operations that only
those members who gain their livelihood in its employment at a
to f Y/ ent°r level have both the motivation and the knowledge
to find such activism congenial. For the remainder only a very
s rong commitment to Co-operative principles will suffice,

his means that with the consolidation of consumer sovereignty
the Co-operative Movement has not so much created as drifted
into the position of developing into a special sort of

FaRkSYBFSIRS 0 isation ard"8kpliets 8)° heChdFoliey "t hgRE"
the major decisions on their behalf. There is, in principle
mg to stop the rank-and-file members, the rank-and-file

in this decision-making; but increasingly
When the

no
employee participating
they are leaving the decision-making to others.

A" W BREY thd ordinkPY peop1e®3rPehdeXEHId wire Y ofJaRPERatIoNS
opportunity to have their say, that world would be very different
The present state of the Movement now suggests that the problems

f_democratic participation are very different from wha”was
originally thought.

The senior officials of the Movement are, of course, very

much concerned with trying to induce customer-members to remain

voC w?tiCirerv V S°Ciety"S P°ods". Th*y ~ not want them to
eiri ee " They are also similarly preoccupied with
want a lack ~ nk"a"'d~file emPIo ee-member loyalty. They do not
want a lack of employee morale to worsen their competitive

position vis-a-vis the multiple retailers. In these senses
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they have a vested interest in making Co-operative Societies work,
in maintaining the Co-operative form of business. The failure

of some politically activated Co-operators to understand this
mitigates against their understanding the nature of management
problems in this large-scale enterprise world. While, therefore,
it still remains necessary for public relations®™ committees and
education committees to try to get ordinary members to understand
the workings of Co-operative Societies, the nature of a balance
sheet, the business procedure of Society meetings, it should

now be quite clear that what is needed above all is more
information about the day-to-day running of Co-operative Societies,
especially at top management level, so that activists may be
educated in understanding how to control such management without
interfering with its procedures. |In brief, it is time for the
Movement to undertake research into the very question which

the Independent Commission regarded as unproblematic. The

future of this type of people"s democracy rests on the encourage-
ment of potential activists to become involved in the intricacies
of policy making by reference to its day-to-day application by
the ex-officio officers on the Society"s Board. Without this
research top management will become more and more mysterious

to the non-managerial member who is therefore likely to turn

away from the Movement altogether to search for a simple way of
achieving social justice, and the Movement will then be run

by an almost self-perpetuating oligarchy.
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