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I

The Co-operative movement in Great Britain has not been 
neglected by historians; but it has not received its due 
measure of attention during the recent explosion of new 
writings on and approaches to the social history of the 
century after 1880. The most interesting work on Co 
operation has covered the formative years of the movement, 
the transition 'from community building to shopkeeping', 
from the pursuit of the Owenite ideal of an alternative 
society to a practical concentration on the day-to-day needs 
and mundane aspirations of growing numbers of consumers 
and investors.' Some attention has been paid to the 
implications of the rapid and massive growth of the 'new 
model' Co-op in mid-Victorian times, when the rhetoric of 
opposition to capitalist competition persisted alongside an 
emergent commitment to the advancement of the working 
class through the material and moral improvement of 
individuals, or even to the provision of a framework for 
individual amelioration and advancement as a desirable 
goal in itself. The absorption of Co-operation into a mid- 
Victorian consensus offers particularly fertile ground for 
researchers seeking to understand the transition 'from 
Chartism to Labourism', and there is plenty of scope for 
further discussion in this area. This aspect of the Co 
operative movement has still received surprisingly little 
notice from most interpreters of the period."

The history of the Co-op in late Victorian and Edwardian 
times has been dispatched much more firmly to the margins 
of mainstream historiography. Most historians are aware of 
the movement's remarkable growth, as its membership
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approached saturation point in its northern industrial 
strongholds, while it reached out successfully into new 
geographical areas and new kinds of economy. But this 
growth has tended to be treated as part of the 'retailing 
revolution' and the 'growth of the mass market'; and where 
it has been studied in its own right, the concentration of 
early Co-op historians on charting growth, describing new 
ventures and chronicling administrative innovations has 
tended to provide the framework for their successors. The 
potent political and ideological implications of the 
continuing growth of the Co-op, for the movement itself as 
well as for the wider society, have received little attention, 
although the study of the late Victorian battles between 
independent retailers and ambitious, expansionist Co-ops is 
capable of raising important issues. So are the arguments 
within Co-operation itself about the relative desirability of 
low prices or high dividends, the proper treatment of Co-op 
employees, and the wider educational and social role of the 
movement. The interest now being taken in the Women's 
Co-op Guild may help to develop these themes; and the 
whole question of the relationship between the Co-op and 
the rise of the Labour Party is also an attractive but 
neglected topic. 1

The history of the Co-operative movement since 1914 has 
suffered the most severe neglect. We still rely heavily on the 
standard histories by Bonner, Cole and Redfern to take us 
through the years of continuing expansion and conflict 
between the wars, and the revolutionary changes in the 
Co-op's activities and philosophy since the Second World 
War cry out for systematic analysis and explanation in the 
context of more general social changes. 4

The historiography of the Co-op contains a particularly 
glaring paradox. The more its membership increases, and 
the further its social, and perhaps political, influence 
spreads, the less attention it receives from the sort of 
historian who seeks to explain and evaluate rather than just 
to celebrate or chronicle. Membership numbers nationally 
only passed 100,000 in 1863; and by 1881, when 971 
societies nationally contained over 547,000 members, histo 
rians are beginning to lose interest. 5 Membership figures 
passed one million in 1891, two million in 1904, three 
million in 1914, and four million in 1919. The inter-war 
depression failed to curb the rate of growth, as membership 
numbers passed six million in 1929, seven million in 1934 
and eight million in 1937: interesting if problematic figures
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for optimists about overall trends in working-class living 
standards in the 1930s. A movement on this scale, which 
never lost all traces of its original radicalism, and indeed 
showed a sustained capacity for'responding to new currents 
of thought in the twentieth century, merits much more 
attention than it has hitherto received. No doubt the 
message of Co-operation was progressively diluted and 
filtered between the leadership and activists and the rank 
and file; indeed, there is abundant evidence that this was 
so.' 1 No doubt the Co-op was, for the vast majority of its 
members, merely a convenient way of saving and shopping. 
But we should not beg these questions. Rather, we should 
be pursuing them, and asking about what sort of people the 
Co-op reached, in what ways, how they experienced it and 
what it meant to them. Here is an immense agenda.

Before the social history of the Co-operative movement 
can advance very far, we need to know a great deal more 
about the social structure of its membership at different 
times. There is a prevailing stereotype of the Co-operator, 
which the historians of the movement have tended to 
encourage. He- and sometimes she- fits into a broader 
pattern of Victorian working-class respectability: 'Rochdale 
man', the respectable self-helping, self-educating working 
man with his cooperative society, savings bank and chapel.' 7 
The Co-op has been identified persistently with a labour 
aristocracy of the skilled and supervisory, people with 
relatively regular and reliable incomes who could afford to 
pay cash for unadualterated goods, to save and invest in 
their society, and to allow their dividend to accumulate; and 
people who were often Liberal in their politics, temperance 
in their morals and Nonconformist in their religion." Two 
points should be made about this. In the first place, it has 
particular reference to the controversial mid-Victorian 
period, when even the most flourishing societies accounted 
for quite a small proportion of their local populations, and 
the practical restraints on membership were real and severe. 
By the turn of the century, when in some industrial and 
dockyard towns the membership was sufficient, if evenly 
distributed, for every household to contain at least one 
Co-operator, and the Co-op dominated local retail trade, 

' this was clearly no longer the case; and this comment 
applies a fortiori and to a widening range of places in the 
inter-war years. v Secondly, we lack empirical studies at the 
local level through which the stereotype might be tested. 
Stray findings here and there are suggestive, especially
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Crossick"s evidence that 65.8% of the members of the Royal 
Arsenal Co-op in London between 1872 and 1880 were 
skilled men, drawn especially from engineering and met- 
alworking, while only 12.4% were semi-skilled or unskilled, 
7.3% white-collar workers and a mere 2.1% in middle-class 
occupations.'" Laker's study of Preston shows that 
committee members in Edwardian times were drawn mainly 
from the supervisory and skilled working class, 'with a 
significant minority of 'white collar' workers such as agents, 
clerks and salesmen.' Less direct evidence on the nature of 
the attendance at the annual Field Day ('the respectable 
well to do in the working population of Preston', said the 
Preston Herald), on the social composition of the streets 
surrounding Co-op branches, and on the impressions given 
by oral respondents, suggests that the rank and file of the 
movement here at a later date was also dominated by the 
skilled sectors of the working class." Riding looks at new 
admissions to the Burnley Co-op in 1881, and cross-refers to 
the census enumerators' books in search of evidence on 
occupations. Her sample is too small to carry weight, but it 
included no unskilled labourers, and the pattern was 
dominated by weavers, coal miners, engineers and 'skilled 
artisans'. These groups also held sway on the committees.'* 
We should also note the Oldham evidence, which could be 
replicated elsewhere, for the predominance of Co-operators 
in 'positions of authority and responsibility' in 1900, with 23 
of the 48 aldermen, 12 of the 22 Poor Law guardians, and 21 
of the 33 School Board members. 13 .

II

If we are to take matters further with any conviction, we 
need to build more systematically on the studies which 
attempt to assess the social composition of the rank and file 
of the Co-operative movement. We need to analyse 
membership lists, and to build up collective biographies of 
ordinary Co-operators at the local level: for it is here, and 
only here, that the relevant material will be found. We need 
to cross-refer from one source to another, and correlate our 
sources. Ideally, we need to build up a composite picture by 
comparing lists of Co-op members with the census enu 
merators' books, with local directories and rate-books, with 
membership lists from religious congregations and other 
voluntary bodies, and with voting records in the poll-books
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which are often available for elections before the Ballot Act 
of 1872. 14 As those who have tried to perform this kind of 
nominal linkage between records know to their cost, it is a 
formidably difficult and time-consuming task. 15 But it can 
also be very rewarding. In the remainder of this paper we 
shall show what light can be shed on the social structure of 
Co-operation by reconstructing the membership of a small 
Co-operative society for a particular year, and tracing its 
members' occupations and housing patterns through local 
directories and a surviving Poor Rate assessment. We hope 
eventually to proceed to more ambitious, computer-assisted 
analyses of larger societies in better-documented places at 
more controversial periods in the development of the Co 
operative movement; but in the meantime a pilot study of 
the social structure of Co-operation in Sabden in 1923 will 
shed some initial light on the identity of the membership of 
this important movement.

Ill

Sabden has vices as well as virtues as the location for a 
case-study; but so, in different ways, would any other place. 
Its distinctive attributes at least have the merits of 
providing a manageable population on which work can be 
undertaken without the need to sample, and of focusing 
attention of the original heartland of the 'new model' Co-op, 
the Pennine cotton and woollen textile districts, which 
remained an important centre of the movement between the 
wars.

Sabden is an industrial village on the northern fringes of 
the old cotton manufacturing district, in the Pennine 
foothills between Burnley and Clitheroe. Its economy was 
dominated by the Victoria and Cobden Mills of Stuttard and 
Sons, cotton spinners and manufacturers, along with a 
cotton waste spinning firm and a large calico printworks. 
Most of its working population clearly found employment in 
one of these branches of the cotton industry; but Sabden 
was too small a place for the Census to analyse its 
occupations separately, and we therefore labour under the 
disadvantage of being unable to recover the occupational 
structure of the village for comparison with the occupations 
of its Co-operators. The population of Sabden at the 1921 
census was 1645, in 421 families; and this handful of streets 
clustering around a road junction and a little river in an



134 Jenny Smith and J.K. Walton

upland valley was several miles from any other 
concentration of settlement. 16 The railway system had never 
reached it, and several generations of isolation had left 
symptoms of clannishness. Certain names recur in the 
records with sufficient frequency to hamper attempts at 
identifying individuals: nine Birtwells owned houses in the 
village in 1925, and several others rented their dwellings, 
while Brogden, Britcliffe, Haworth, Hargreaves, Sutcliffe 
and Wood were also names to be reckoned with. 17 There 
were other distinctive features. Nonconformity was strong: 
a local Baptist tradition dated back long before the foun 
dation of the first factory, and a new chapel had been built 
in the centre of the village in 1911 to replace its windswept 
forerunner on the hillside. It cost £6,500 and could seat a 
congregation of 500. Methodism was also strong, and there 
was a Roman Catholic chapel; but the parish church was 
not without its adherents, and organised religion appears to 
have been strong and flourishing in the Sabden of the 
1290s.' 8

Co-operation took firm and lasting root in this envir 
onment. The foundation of a successful society in Sabden in 
1870 came towards the end of a steady expansion of the 
movement outwards from Burnley and Accrington in the 
1860s and early 1870s, generally prosperous years apart 
from the Cotton Famine. During these years Rochdale-style 
Co-operation spread northwards and eastwards into the 
weaving and woollen areas from its earliest bases in the 
cotton spinning district around Oldham, Manchester, Bury, 
Bolton, Ashton-under-Lyne and Rochdale itself. 19 
Explanations for this and subsequent patterns of Co-op 
development will have to take account of various aspects of 
social, economic and cultural circumstances, including the 
nature of industry, wage levels and family incomes, 
reliability of employment, and the influence of the trade 
cycle, not forgetting the potential role of traditions of 
Nonconformity and political radicalism. 20 In this context 
Sabden's earlier record as a hotbed of Chartist activity, with 
a remarkable number of subscriptions to the Northern Star at 
the height of the movement, may Have had some residual 
influence on local receptiveness to Co-operation in the next 
generation.-" Be that as it may, the Co-operative society, 
here as elsewhere, soon became an accepted part of local 
life, taking its place alongside the churches and political 
parties and seemingly transcending the boundaries between 
them. At any rate, the society's membership in the early
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twentieth century was high in relation to the population of 
the village, and stable in the long run. In 1923 its 341 
members could have provided a Co-operator for four-fifths 
of Sabden's households, and this may be quite close to the 
truth, as one membership per family seems to have been the 
norm.22

Sabden's Co-op does not seem to have presented a very 
high profile in village life. Its premises can still be seen, 
conveniently placed close to the road junction at the village 
centre, but limited in scale as befits a small society, and 
lacking in architectural pretensions. Proposals for modest 
extensions and improvements were discussed in 1918-19, 
but were not carried out after the collapse of the post-war 
boom; and the society remained without a meeting-room or 
library, although the idea of a new Co-operative Hall was 
discussed for a time in the mid-1920s. 23 The Quarterly 
Meetings were held in the Council School, as were other 
events such as the Labour Party children's treat and the 
public lectures on topics such as 'Robert Burns' which were 
being presented rgularly in 1923." Meetings were capable of 
attracting substantial attendances: 44 voted at an ordinary 
meeting in March 1915 on the question of supplying retail 
milk, and in January 1919 59 ballot papers were issued at a 
special meeting on the proposed acquisition of additional 
premises. But wider social activities, apart from the occa 
sional concert, were limited in the early 1920s to a chil 
dren's treat at Christmas and when the schools broke up for 
the summer holidays." The religious denominations and 
political parties were much more active, with the Baptists 
putting on operettas, the Labour Party organising socials 
and dances and the Conservatives running well-attended 
whist drives and dances. There were also flourishing sports 
clubs, a village band and a homing pigeon society. 21' The 
Co-op made donations to the less contentious of these 
organisations, and in 1923 it was subscribing a halfpenny 
per member to the Co-operative party; but it was hardly at 
the core of the village's active social life. 27

This was, indeed, comparatively a very small society, and 
its activities were necessarily modest. In 1923 Sabden's 
membership stood at almost exactly one-tenth of the 
average for British co-ops as a whole; and its numbers 
remained stagnant through a period of substantial inter-war 
growth elsewhere. 2" Cole, indeed, picked out the Burnley 
area as one of several in which the existence of small local 
societies, 'doing only a narrow range of trade, must prevent
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the societies centred in the larger towns from developing 
adequately those departments which need to draw on a wide 
area for customers.' But he appreciated that local pride was 
a serious deterrent to amalgamation, and with all its 
limitations, Sabden's Co-op clearly remained an active and 
vital village institution. 25

Our reconstitution of the membership of Sabden Co-op 
coincides with a period of economic stress in the village. The 
cotton industry had fallen on hard times after the collapse of the 
post-war boom, and short time and extended unpaid holidays 
were the order of the day. Cotton workers who had accumulated 
savings of £200 and more in the Co-op during the immediate 
post-war years, were now just about making ends meet, and 
some were beginning to withdraw their capital. Dividends had 
fallen to Is. or Is 3d. in the pound. 30 But the membership 
remained constant and stable, and the economic circumstances 
of 1923 do nothing in themselves to undermine our proposed 
exercise.

The analysis which follows is based on three main sources: the 
ledger of Sabden Co-operative Society for approximately 
1914 25, which is part of a larger collection of documents 
deposited in the Lancashire Record Office; 31 contemporary local 
directories covering the Blackburn and Burnley areas; '" and an 
isolated surviving Poor Law valuation list covering Sabden in 
1923."The ledger lists names but not always addresses, making 
it more difficult than it need be to trace individuals: no doubt the 
clerk carried many of the addresses in his head. It also provides 
evidence on saving and trading patterns, which could no doubt 
be quarried in a subsequent study. The directories have 
irritating idiosyncracies of a kind familiar to users of evidence of 
this sort. Their coverage of outlying villages is always thinner 
and less convincing than their entries for substantial towns, and 
Sabden in the 1920s is no exception. We have found 283 
individual inhabitants listed in directories covering 1923-5, 
which accounts for about one-sixth of the population of the 
village, and two-thirds of the households. But when we try to 
match names in the ledger with directory entries, we encounter 
problems of inadequate description. The prefix 'Mr', with no 
occupational attribution, is used quite frequently, especially in 
the 1925 Barrett's directory; but its employment seems to be 
indiscriminate, embracing people who are known from other 
evidence to be anything from prosperous retired residents to 
labourers. When we have no additional information, therefore, 
people described as 'Mr' have been ignored in the preparation of 
the occupation tables. A further problem arises from the use of a
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Plate 1: General view of Sabden village

Plate 2: The former Co-op premises
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Plate 3: Mansion of Robert Hindle, retired industrialist and Sabden's 
wealthiest Co-operator

Plate 4: The middle range of terraced housing, Whins Avenue
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Plate 5: The upper range of housing, Mona's Terrace, Pendle Street; 
an enclave of overlookers in 1925

Plate 6: The lower range of housing, Top Row on the hill overlooking 
the village
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valuation list from 1925 to compare with directory material 
drawn largely from 1923. Sabden was a stable community as a 
whole, but there was much short-distance migration within the 
village, as desirable houses became available or families 
changed their circumstances. For the purpose of this study, 
nevertheless, we have had to collate names and occupations for 
1923 with places of residence for 1925. This will affect the 
statistical evidence on housing and owner-occupancy, which 
would have been slightly different if we had been able to use 1923 
addresses; but it will not compromise the validity of our 
overall findings.

Ideally, a reconstitution of a society membership should have 
access to several other sources. The most obvious omission for 
our purpose has been the census enumerators' books, which 
would have given us much fuller coverage and provided 
information on additional variables such as birthplaces, ages 
and family structure. The hundred-year rule put this potentially 
invaluable source out of our reach; but as membership lists or 
similar documents become available for mid- and late 
Victorian Co-ops, the scope for membership reconstitution 
will be greatly enlarged. Church and chapel registers and 
membership lists would also have been useful to test the 
contention that Co-operators were more likely to be 
Nonconformists; and Sabden's sizeable Baptist community 
makes this approach all the more attractive. The records of 
political parties could be quarried in a similar manner. We 
hope to take some of these ideas further in the future.

Meanwhile, we offer our findings on the occupational, 
housing and property-ownership structure of Co-operation in 
the Sabden of 1923. This is, we reiterate, a pilot scheme, and we 
hope that it will encourage similar work elsewhere. But Sabden 
is worthy of attention in its own right. There were many such 
industrial villages in the textile manufacturing districts of the 
Pennines, and they have been neglected by historians who have 
been drawn to the more spectacular and controversial, and 
better documented happenings in the industrial towns, at 
least after the demise of the hand-loom weavers. Like the 
'Banburys of England', which have attracted an increasing 
share of historians' attention since Alan Everitt pointed out 
their importance a few years ago, the Sabdens of England 
deserve to be rescued from the condescension of posterity. 31
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We begin by analysing the occupations of those 1923 members 
of Sabden Co-op who could be traced in the local directories. 
As Table 1 shows, we were only able to find usable evidence 
on 103 of the 241 male members, 42.7% of the total; and 
occupations for women were almost impossible to come by: 
nor was it possible to tell whether most of them were or had 
ever been married, so no breakdown of the marital status of 
female members can be provided.

TABLE 1 Occupations of members of Sabden Co-operative Society, 
1923

Men: known occupations

Professional and managerial 
Tradesmen and shopkeepers 
Farmers 
Agents and white-collar workers 
Overlookers, foremen and other 
supervisory employees 
Skilled manual 
Weavers 
'Semi-skilled manual 
Unskilled manual
Total
Men: occupations unknown

Women 
Grand total 
Men accounted for 73.5% of the 
women, for 26-5%.

No.

() 
13 
4 
7

19 
11 
6 
8 

29
103
138 
241 
87 

328 
membership,

Percentage of total 
'known '

5.8 
12.6 
3.9 
6.8

18.4 
10.7 
5.8 
7.8 

28.2
1000

The most striking aspect of this table is the strong representation 
of the middle and lower middle classes, and of the unskilled 
labourers, compared with the poor showing put up by other 
manual workers. The top four categories account for 29.1% of 
male co-operators with known occupations, and inclusion of the 
supervisory workers among the lower middle class would bring
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the total up to 47.5%. Those groups within the working class 
who might be expected to provide the backbone of the 
movement, on the other hand,-make up only 24.3%. These are 
surprising figures, the more so as the tradesmen include at least 
four of the sixteen shopkeepers listed for Sabden in Barrett's 
1923 directory, and shopkeepers might normally be expected to 
oppose Co-operation root and branch. But these people were not 
suffering direct competition from Sabden Co-op's limited range 
of activities, which mainly involved groceries and drapery.

What do these figures mean? In the first place, they are 
certainly distorted by the nature of the sources. The local 
directories were much more likely to list professionals, 
managers, tradesmen and even supervisory workers than 
ordinary wage-earners; and these substantial citizens 
undoubtedly carry more weight in the table than they should. 
On the other hand, the high representation of labourers is even 
more striking when we take the bias of the directories into 
account. Perhaps Sabden's economy generated little demand for 
skilled adult male labour outside the relatively small numbers 
needed in the cotton industry, with its predominantly female 
and adolescent workforce. The building industry was 
certainly depressed, and the population was, at best, 
stagnating. Those men of working age who left the cotton 
industry and did not migrate elsewhere may well have taken 
what work they could, and accepted the description 'labourer' 
even if, as in Raphael Samuel's Hcadington Quarry, it covered a 
range of unrecognised skills." But the key question is: who were 
the 138 men whose occupations were untraceable? If most of 
them were skilled or semi-skilled wage-earners, the table is 
seriously misleading. If, on the other hand, they include a high 
proportion of retired people from a cross-section of occu 
pations, as we might expect, and a fair share of unidenti 
fied labourers, then there really was a high proportion of 
unskilled labourers, and perhaps of middle-class people 
broadly defined, among Sabden's co-operators by the early 
1920s. The latter argument seems more plausible.

One way of testing the contention that the social status of 
the untraceable co-operators was not dissimilar from those 
whose occupations have been identified, is to compare their 
housing circumstances. We have evidence on this point from 
the valuation list for 93 male co-operators with known 
occupations, and 60 whose employment is unknown. Table 2 
shows the result of the comparison.
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TABLE 2 Housing circumstances of male householders with known 
occupations, compared with those of male householders whose 
occupations could not be traced

Occupations Known

Gross estimated rental:
Upper quartile 
Median
Lower quartile

£15 15s. 
£13 10s.
£12

£14 
£11 15s.
£ 9 10s.

Percentage of householders:
Owner-Occupiers 37.6 38.3
Rent payers 62.4 61.7

The co-operators whose occupations have been traced occupied 
a higher standard of housing than those who could not be found 
in the directories, but they were no more likely to be 
owner-occupiers. This evidence tends to confirm the suggestion 
that the occupational table exaggerates the relative importance 
of 'middle-class' groupings without similarly inflating the 
importance of the labourers. Size of house at wage-earner level is 
affected by life-cycle-related variables at least as much as by skill 
or specific occupation, and retired people with smaller houses 
may well bulk large among the 'unknowns'. Housing choice is 
also part of a wider pattern of lifestyle choices, and it might be 
argued that a 'respectable' labourer   perhaps one of 
Sabden's Baptists   might chose to spend a higher 
proportion of income on rent than a better-off frequenter of 
one of the village pubs. There is certainly little evidence of 
residential differentiation on an occupational basis. 
Particularly significant is the evidence on owner-occupancy, 
which is a much better indicator of income and occupational 
status than house valuation. As Table 3 shows, supervisory 
workers' houses were not much larger than those occupied 
by labourers, but the supervisors' high regular incomes 
ensured that they were much more likely to be owner- 
occupiers.

TABLE 3 Median rateable values and owner-occupancy by occupation

Median gross Percentage 
estimated rental owner-occupiers

Supervisory workers £12 15s. 56.2 
Labourers £12 10.0
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The labourers, incidentally, matched the median gross 
estimated rental for Sabden as a whole. But for our purposes 
here, the salient point is that the similar proportion of 
owner-occupiers among householders with known and 
unknown occupations provides circumstantial support for the 
suggestion that the occupational mix among the 'unknowns' was 
not strikingly dissimilar from the pattern in Table 1, although 
the tradesmen, professionals and supervisory workers may have 
been displaced to some extent by skilled workers among the 
'unknowns'. But even if we assume that skilled workers are 
under-represented in part because of defects in the evidence, the 
strength of 'middle-class' and labourer representation among 
Sabden's co-operators is still noticeable enough to give pause for 
thought.

What can we say more generally about the housing 
circumstances of Sabden's co-operators? Their village was 
dominated by terraced housing of assorted sizes and ages, from 
the end of the eighteenth century to the end of the nineteenth. 
Estimated annual rentals ranged from £7 to £25, with a few 
exceptions, most of which took the form of gamekeepers' 
cottages, public houses and the mansion of Robert Hindle, the 
former owner of the printworks and himself a member of the 
Co-op. Sanitary conditions had been very poor until 
comparatively recently: in 1904 the owners of 123 ashpits and 
privies were instructed to provide water-closets and covered 
ashpits. The Medical Officer of Health for Burnley Rural 
District-a 'new broom' in this instance-commented that, Tn 
many instances the accommodation consisted of an open heap of 
refuse at the top of the garden, together with an abominable 
privy, to which there was no access for the emptying, except 
through an adjoining farmer's meadow.""

Matters had improved by 1925, when the village was 
remarkable for its wide spread of property-ownership, and 
perhaps for a high incidence of owner-occupancy ." 30.5% of the 
houses in Sabden were owner-occupied, and Table 4 shows the 
distribution of ownership. There was only one major owner of 
house property, the cotton firm of J. Stuttard and sons, who had 
53 houses, or 12.2% of the housing stock. Most of the housing 
was owned singly or in groups of two, three or four, and only a 
handful of people owned more than ten houses apiece.
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TABLE 4 House ownership in Sabden, 1925

(a)
Number of houses in Sabden, 1925:
Number of house-owners:
Number owning one house:
Number owning 2-4 houses:
Number owning 5 9 houses:
Number owning ten or more houses:

(b)
Proportion of houses owned singly:
Owned in blocks of 2-4:
Owned in blocks of 5 9
Owned in blocks of 10 or more:

436
209
158
38

6
7

Number
158
104
46

128
436

Percentage
36.2
23.9
10.6
29.4

100.1

How did the co-operators fare in this environment? Were they 
likely to occupy a relatively high standard of house, as 
measured by the estimated rental? More significantly, 
perhaps, were they more likely to be owner-occupiers? Tables 
5 and 6 supply imperfect but interesting answers to these 
questions.

TABLE 5 Gross estimated rentals of dwelling-houses, 1925

_____ _______ _____1923 Co-operators Sabden as a whole
Upper quartile £15 £15
Median £12 10s. £12
Lower quartile £1 I £10 5s.

Co-operators were clearly likely to occupy the upper middle 
and lower middle range of housing, and were under- 
represented at the bottom end. But this is not a striking result. 
It might have looked more impressive had we been able to 
make a straight comparison between Co-op members and 
non-members, but too high a proportion of our 1923 
reconstruction were untraceable in the 1925 valuation list to 
make this seem reasonable, as Table 6 shows.
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TABLE 6 Percentage of owner-occupiers among 1923 Co-op members, 
compared with owner-occupiers in Sabden as a whole, 1925.

________________ ____ lumber_______Percentage_____
Owner-occupiers among 1923 Co-op 69 35.6
members
Occupiers of rented housing 125 64.4

194 
Not traceable in 1925 valuation 134

328

Owner-occupiers in Sabden as a 133 30.5
whole
Occupiers of rented housing 303 69.5

Here again, the figures would look more impressive if we could 
make a confident, direct comparison between co-operators and 
the rest. But so many, especially among the women, may have 
been non-householders, and so many may have moved away 
during the depressed years between 1923 and 1925, that such a 
comparison would be less than honest. As they stand, the figures 
provide qualified encouragement for the belief that co-operators 
were more likely than non co-operators to become home owners, 
a finding which would have gladdened the hearts of the 
movement's mid- and late Victorian leaders and propa 
gandists.'"

V
This exploratory case-study will not revolutionise our view 
of the Co-operative movement, but we hope that it will point 
a way forward for further work. The findings are less than 
clear-cut, although we draw attention to the evidence of 
substantial participation from the lower middle and lower 
working class, in occupational terms at least. This poses a 
potential challenge to received opinions about the Co-op 
rank and file. The evidence on housing circumstances is less 
surprising, although it would be helpful to know more about 
how long owner-occupiers had been Co-op members, and 
whether other thrift, self-help and mutual assistance 
organisations played a part in their successful pursuit of the 
security and pride of home ownership. How far, in other 
words, did membership of the Co-op cause upward mobility, 
as the propagandists of the Rochdale Pioneers argued,39 and 
how far did aspiring members of the working class join the 
Co-op as part of an already-chosen route to self- 
improvement? There are elements of false antithesis in this 
formula, but it should at least remind.us of the potential
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dangers of studying the Co-op, or any other institution, in 
isolation.

A final point is worth making. To some extent the 
indeterminate nature of some of our findings may be the 
product of inadequate sources and underdeveloped meth 
ods. The census enumerators' books would have made a big 
difference to the quality of our results, had they been 
available for this period; and the distinctive features of 
co-operators might have been brought out to better effect if 
we had defined and concentrated on a committed elite 
within the membership. Office-holders and committee 
personnel are obviously and dangerously unrepresentative; 
but the ledgers could have enabled us to identify and pursue 
those members who were particularly assiduous purchasers 
and savers, and particularly keen co-operators, as opposed 
to those whose membership was little more than a formality. 
Even when we look at the membership of this mass 
movement as a whole in this local stronghold, however, 
some distinctive features emerge; and we hope that further 
work in this vein, with better sources, will enable us to 
produce a more convincing profile of the Co-op rank and file 
between the mid-Victorian years and the Second World 
War.
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