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SUMMARY: Interest in the history of consumer cooperation has grown in recent
years, but the transnational dimensions of the movement, including the International
Cooperative Alliance (ICA), remain under-researched. This paper examines the
debates about the meanings of cooperation during the period 1918–1939, focusing
on the Nordic countries as a case study within the ICA. The paper considers
how cooperators drew on the legacy of the Rochdale Pioneers as the basis for a
programmatic statement for the ICA, before turning to explore the implications of
this for the ordinary members who shopped in the cooperative stores. Examination
of these debates within the cooperative movement can, it is argued, illuminate our
understandings of both the transnational politics of consumption, and the ambi-
tions, limits, and practices of internationalism during the interwar years. Lastly,
some attention is given to the role of cooperation in the emergence of a distinctive
Nordic region.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Interest in the history of the consumer cooperative movement has grown.
For many years labour historians concentrated on conflicts that arose
in the sphere of production, and tended to be quite dismissive of the
cooperative movement, which they regarded as being devoid of ideological
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aspirations and thus undermining class consciousness.1 The growth of
interest in the history of consumption and consumer politics since the late
1980s has led to a reassessment of cooperative history. Peter Gurney’s
influential study of British consumer cooperation portrayed a movement
with its own distinctive ideology and culture, which was able to present
an alternative to mass capitalist consumption during the second half of
the nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth.2 Similarly, Ellen
Furlough examined the development of the French cooperative move-
ment over a century in the context of the history of French retailing and
consumerism, while Peder Aléx’s history of the Swedish cooperative
union, Kooperativa Förbundet (KF), focused on the cooperatives’ role in
promoting ‘‘rational consumption’’ among the citizens of the emerging
Swedish welfare state.3 Of particular interest has been the role of coop-
eration in mobilizing consumerist interest among working-class house-
wives, especially during World War I, and the Women’s Cooperative
Guild has been acknowledged as one of the most radical and influential
working-class women’s organizations in early twentieth-century Britain,
for example.4

This insistence on the need to understand cooperation on its own terms
is undoubtedly welcome, but even so there is still a tendency for coop-
erative history to be regarded rather pessimistically. As Lawrence Black
and Nicole Robertson point out in the introduction to their recent
anthology on the British cooperative movement, this is in part related to
the decline of the movement in Britain – and indeed in many other
European countries – during the second half of the twentieth century.5

Matthew Hilton has suggested that, in Britain at least, cooperation, rather
than challenging the dominant capitalist mode of consumption, could
instead be seen as the consumerist alternative to capitalism that was never
fully realized. The movement’s continued adherence to free trade after

1. For example, Sidney Pollard, ‘‘Nineteenth Century Co-operation: From Community
Building to Shopkeeping’’, in Asa Briggs and John Saville (eds), Essays in Labour History, I
(London, 1960), pp. 74–112.
2. Peter Gurney, Co-operative Culture and the Politics of Consumption in England, 1870–1930
(Manchester, 1996).
3. Ellen Furlough, Consumer Cooperation in France: The Politics of Consumption 1834–1930
(Ithaca, NY [etc.], 1991); Peder Aléx, Den rationella konsumenten. KF som folkuppfostrare
1899–1939 (Stockholm, 1994).
4. Gillian Scott, Feminism and the Politics of Working Women: The Women’s Co-operative
Guild, 1880s to the Second World War (London, 1998); Barbara J. Blaszak, The Matriarchs of
England’s Cooperative Movement: A Study in Gender Politics and Female Leadership,
1883–1921 (Westport, CT, 2000).
5. Lawrence Black and Nicole Robertson, ‘‘Taking Stock: An Introduction’’, in idem (eds),
Consumerism and the Co-operative Movement in Modern British History: Taking Stock
(Manchester, 2009), pp. 1–9, 2.
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1918, and its unwillingness to negotiate with the state, undermined the
possibility of constructing a coherent consumerist politics. After 1945,
the movement failed to adapt from a prewar ‘‘politics of necessity’’ and
embrace the new era of mass consumption; it came to be regarded as old-
fashioned, drab, and increasingly irrelevant.6 By the 1980s, concerns
about the continued viability of established consumer cooperatives were
being echoed across Europe.7

The cooperative movement was undoubtedly one of the most important
social movements in Europe during the first half of the twentieth century.
By 1940, membership of the British consumers’ cooperative movement,
the largest in Europe, amounted to over 8.7 million.8 Given that often one
household member joined on behalf of an entire family, the reach of
cooperation was even greater than this suggests: in France it has been
estimated that 9 million individuals, or 22 per cent of the population, had
some connection with cooperation by the late 1920s.9 For millions of
people throughout Europe, the consumers’ cooperative movement was a
ubiquitous part of everyday life and the main supplier of such essential
provisions as bread, coffee, tea, sugar, and potatoes.

It was, moreover, a truly transnational movement that from 1895 had its
own international organization, the International Cooperative Alliance
(ICA). Established initially through the collaborative efforts of French
and British cooperators, by the 1930s the ICA had become an extensive
organization claiming to represent the interests of 100 million cooperators
in Europe, the Americas, Asia, and beyond.10 As its historian Rita Rhodes
has commented, the ICA was a remarkable institution, not least in that it
was the only one of the pre-1914 international organizations in which the
USSR remained a member after 1917, and it deserves to be considered
alongside the other great organizations of interwar internationalism such
as the ILO, the League of Nations, and the IFTU.11 Surprisingly, how-
ever, historians have paid scant attention to the cooperative movement

6. Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain: The Search for a Historical
Moment (Cambridge, 2003); see also Peter Gurney, ‘‘The Battle of the Consumer in Postwar
Britain’’, The Journal of Modern History, 77 (2005), pp. 956–987; Black and Robertson, ‘‘Taking
Stock’’.
7. Johann Brazda and Robert Schediwy, Consumer Cooperatives in a Changing World, I
(Geneva, 1989), p. 33; Johnston Birchall, The International Co-operative Movement
(Manchester, 1997), ch. 3.
8. Arnold Bonner, British Co-operation: The History, Principles and Organisation of the British
Co-operative Movement (Manchester, 1961), p. 160.
9. Furlough, Consumer Cooperation in France, p. 261.
10. ICA Manifesto for Thirteenth International Cooperative Day, 6 July 1935, Työväen arkisto,
Helsinki [hereafter TA]: Kansainvälinen Osuustoimintaliitto [hereafter KOL] 334.5, box 9.1.
11. Rita Rhodes, The International Co-operative Alliance during War and Peace 1910–1950
(Geneva, 1995), p. 3.
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from a transnational perspective. Only a handful of scholars has examined
cooperation in more than one country, and there are even fewer detailed
studies of cooperative internationalism and the ICA.12

This article considers the meaning and practice of cooperative inter-
nationalism in the ICA during the interwar period, in the context of the
many crises that beset the Alliance during this period. From its founda-
tion in 1895 the ICA wrestled with the question ‘‘What is cooperation?’’.
Was it simply a means to promote the efficient distribution of goods, or
did it have a wider ideological ambition? These debates, though internal
to the ICA, are of wider historical interest for three reasons.

Firstly, an examination of cooperative theory and practice may help to
illuminate the transnational aspects of consumerism and consumer politics
in the interwar period.13 Many cooperators were liberal internationalists
who were motivated by the conviction that the application of cooperative
principles to international relations would help to secure peace.14 Eco-
nomic historians have pointed out that the ‘‘first era of globalization’’ did
not come abruptly to an end in 1914; rather, the experiences of food
shortages and rationing during World War I heightened consumers’
awareness of international networks of distribution and supply, and meant
that European governments ‘‘looked towards international mechanisms of
co-ordinating food, of eliminating cycles, and of stabilizing markets’’.15

Although cooperators continued to defend free trade after 1918, they also

12. For comparative studies see however Katarina Friberg, The Workings of Co-operation: A
Comparative Study of Consumer Co-operative Organisation in Britain and Sweden 1860 to
1970 (Växjö, 2005); Michael Prinz, ‘‘Structure and Scope of Consumer Co-operation in the 20th
Century: Germany in the English Mirror’’, in P. Verbruggen and L. Soubry (eds), Consumerism
Versus Capitalism? Cooperatives Seen from an International Comparative Perspective (Ghent,
2003), pp. 15–50; Espen Ekberg, ‘‘Consumer Co-operation and the Transformation of Modern
Food Retailing: The British and Norwegian Consumer Co-operative Movement in Compar-
ison, 1950–2002’’, in Black and Robertson, Consumerism and the Co-operative Movement,
pp. 51–66; also Brazda and Schediwy, Consumer Co-operatives in a Changing World; Birchall,
The International Co-operative Movement; Ellen Furlough and Carl Strikwerda (eds), Con-
sumers Against Capitalism? Consumer Cooperation in Europe, North America, and Japan,
1840–1990 (Lanham, MD, 1999). On the ICA, see W.P. Watkins, The International Co-operative
Alliance 1895–1970 (London, 1970); Rhodes, The International Co-operative Alliance.
13. Frank Trentmann, ‘‘Beyond Consumerism: New Historical Perspectives on Consumption’’,
Journal of Contemporary History, 39 (2004), pp. 373–401, 400.
14. On liberal internationalism see Magaly Rodrı́guez Garcı́a, ‘‘Early Views on Inter-
nationalism: Marxist Socialists vs Liberals’’, Revue belge de philologie et d’histoire/Belgisch
Tijdschrift voor Filologie en Geschiedenis, 84 (2006), pp. 1049–1073.
15. Alexander Nützenadel and Frank Trentmann, ‘‘Introduction: Mapping Food and Globa-
lization’’, in idem (eds), Food and Globalization: Consumption, Markets and Politics in the
Modern World (Oxford, 2008), pp. 1–18, 11. See also Alexander Nützenadel, ‘‘A Green
International? Food Markets and Transnational Politics c.1850–1914’’, in Nützenadel and
Trentmann, Food and Globalization, pp. 153–171; Robert Boyce, The Great Interwar Crisis and
the Collapse of Globalization (Houndmills, 2004).
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contemplated a radical reorganization of trade based on cooperative
principles.16 An International Cooperative Wholesale Society was estab-
lished to promote joint cooperative trade among ICA national members,
but this ambition proved harder to realize in practice, partly because of
the difficulties in reconciling different national interests.17

Secondly, as Frank Trentmann has noted, analysis of these debates calls
for a more integrated and plural approach to the history of consumption,
which acknowledges the growing realization of the mutual and inter-
dependent interests of consumers and producers in the wake of the
economic crisis of the early 1930s.18 The early years of the ICA were
dominated by struggles between the mainly French advocates of
co-partnership or profit-sharing cooperative production, and British
supporters of consumer cooperation.19 The financial dominance of the
British Cooperative Union resulted in a partial victory for consumer
cooperation, strengthened further when the representatives of the German
agricultural credit unions withdrew from the Alliance in 1904, and by the
local political struggles over the control of the food supply during World
War I.20 But it was only ever a partial victory. While there were many who
would have gladly seen the ICA as a consumers’ international, and also
those, as in Belgium for example, who went even further in regarding
consumers’ cooperation as the ‘‘third pillar’’ of the socialist labour
movement, there were others, like the representatives of farmers’ coop-
eratives in Denmark and Finland, who insisted on a broader and more
inclusive vision of the cooperative movement. This question became more
acute as the Alliance began to expand beyond Europe during the 1920s to
include producers’ associations in Asia and the Americas.

Thirdly, it is suggested that an examination of the ICA’s internal debates
during the 1920s and 1930s can help to shed important light on the
ambitions, limits, and practices of internationalism during the interwar
period. The Alliance’s triennial congresses had largely ceased to be a forum

16. Frank Trentmann, ‘‘Bread, Milk and Democracy: Consumption and Citizenship in
Twentieth-Century Britain’’, in Martin Daunton and Matthew Hilton (eds), The Politics of
Consumption: Material Culture and Citizenship in Europe and America (Oxford, 2001),
pp. 129–163, 152; Report of the Proceedings of the International Co-operative Congress at
Basle, 1921: Debate on International Trading Relations, pp. 56–65, UK National Co-operative
Archive, Manchester [hereafter NCA]; Report on Inter-Allied Cooperative Congress, February
1919, International Cooperative Bulletin, February–March 1919, pp. 21–31.
17. A.J. Cleuet, ‘‘International Co-operative Trade’’, Review of International Co-operation,
August 1934, pp. 274–275.
18. Trentmann, ‘‘Beyond Consumerism’’, p. 387.
19. For the early history of the ICA, see Watkins, The International Co-operative Alliance.
20. Watkins, The International Co-operative Alliance, p. 74; Rhodes, The International Co-
operative Alliance, p. 26; Mary Hilson, ‘‘Consumers and Politics: The Co-operative Movement
in Plymouth, 1890–1920’’, Labour History Review, 67 (2002), pp. 7–27.
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for the transaction of business in the interwar period, and were instead an
opportunity to celebrate and show off cooperative achievements to a
succession of major European cities: ‘‘a public relations performance of
internationalism’’ similar to that which Kevin Callahan has researched in
the context of the Second International.21 The ICA’s main decision-making
organs were instead the Central Committee, in which all national members
were represented, and the Executive Committee, composed to reflect
the most important national interests that made up the Alliance.22

Moreover, examination of the operations of these committees supports
the evidence from other international organizations that internationalist
rhetoric did not necessarily transcend national interests, but instead
often reinforced them.23

The rather fraught debates of the early 1930s over the cooperative
response to political and economic crises exposed the national divisions
within the ICA. On the one hand, a ‘‘social democratic’’ bloc, including
Austria, Czechoslovakia, Belgium, and to some extent Britain, urged
political involvement in the major issues of the day, including peace and
disarmament, and was outspoken in its opposition to fascism. Their views
also found sympathy in the International Women’s Cooperative Guild,
led by the Austrian Emmy Freundlich, which was becoming increasingly
militant in its advocacy of cooperative engagement with political issues
such as peace.24 Opposed to this position was a group including all the
Nordic countries, and to some extent Switzerland, that was prepared to
make its collective voice heard in defence of a more pragmatic position,
and argued for a concentration on purely ‘‘cooperative’’ matters. The
British delegates supported the Nordic position on some matters such as
the response to Nazism, but were concerned above all to defend the
interests of their movement as the largest and most influential member of
the Alliance, and were particularly uneasy about any initiatives which
threatened to harm the predominance of the English Cooperative
Wholesale Society (CWS) in international cooperative trade.

21. Kevin Callahan, ‘‘‘Performing Inter-Nationalism’ in Stuttgart in 1907: French and German
Socialist Nationalism and the Political Culture of an International Socialist Congress’’, Inter-
national Review of Social History, 45 (2000), pp. 51–87, 63. See also Henrik Defoort, ‘‘‘The
Strongest Socialist Party in the World?’ The Influence of Belgian Social Democracy in Inter-
national Socialism prior to 1914 as a Means to Study the Relations between Cooperation and
Socialism’’, in Verbruggen and Soubry, Consumerism Versus Capitalism?, pp. 191–219.
22. In 1926, there were three British delegates and one each from France, Germany, Belgium,
Austria, Czechoslovakia, the USSR, and Sweden. The German delegate withdrew after 1933,
but other than this there was no change before 1939; ICA papers, TA: KOL 334.5.
23. Leila J Rupp, Worlds of Women: The Making of an International Women’s Movement
(Princeton, NJ, 1997), pp. 108–129; Callahan, ‘‘Performing Inter-Nationalism’’.
24. Naomi Black, ‘‘The Mothers’ International: The Women’s Cooperative Guild and Feminist
Pacifism’’, Women’s Studies International Forum, 7 (1984), pp. 467–476.
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This article is concerned in particular with the emergence of a Nordic
bloc as a distinctive grouping within the Alliance. There are several reasons
why the Nordic region is of interest in this respect. Firstly, the strength of
the region’s cooperative movements was widely acknowledged. Measured
in terms of annual trade, the Danish and Swedish central cooperative
wholesale societies were ranked sixth and seventh respectively among the
members of the ICA in 1924, with the two Finnish wholesalers together
accounting for a similar amount.25 Secondly, the region produced several
influential cooperators, including the Swedes, Anders Örne and Albin
Johansson, and the Finn, Väinö Tanner. All three men made influential
contributions to international cooperative thinking during the interwar
period, and Tanner was elected as President of the ICA from 1927. Thirdly,
despite its semblance of unity on the international stage, cooperation in the
Nordic region was actually rather diverse, ranging from the agricultural
cooperatives of rural Denmark and Finland, to the strongly consumerist
federation in Sweden. In both Denmark and Finland, moreover, the
national consumers’ cooperative movement was split along socio-ideological
lines. The existence of a common regional position cannot be taken for
granted therefore but must be approached from a transnational perspec-
tive, in order to understand how it was shaped by the dynamics of
national, regional (intra-Nordic), and international (ICA) relationships.
An exploration of Nordic interests and actions in the sphere of coop-
eration may also help to shed some light on the emergence of the Nordic
region within the international sphere more generally in this period.26

The article begins with a discussion of the ideological debates in the
ICA during the 1920s and 1930s, focusing on the inquiry into the
Rochdale Principles as an attempt to establish a coherent programme for
the Alliance. The paper then turns to explore the Nordic contributions to
this debate, based on the defence of cooperative political neutrality. Given
the diversity of the cooperative movement in the region, the emergence of
a common Nordic position cannot be taken for granted, but must be
explained in relation both to national currents and international percep-
tions of the region. Particular attention is paid to the Nordic cooperators’
insistence on the practical, business side of the movement, which, it is

25. ICA Report to Central Committee on Trade of National Wholesale Societies 1924 and
1925, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.2.
26. On Nordic regional cooperation in the interwar period see Monika Janfelt, Att leva i det
bästa av världar. Föreningarna Nordens syn på Norden 1919–1933 (Stockholm, 2005); Norbert
Götz, ‘‘‘Blue-Eyed Angels’ at the League of Nations: The Genevese Construction of Norden’’, in
Norbert Götz and Heidi Haggrén (eds), Regional Cooperation and International Organizations:
The Nordic Model in Transnational Alignment (London, 2009), pp. 25–46; Norbert Götz, ‘‘On
the Origins of ‘Parliamentary Diplomacy’: Scandinavian ‘Bloc Politics’ and Delegation Policy in
the League of Nations’’, Cooperation and Conflict, 40 (2005), pp. 263–279.
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suggested, nonetheless contained within it a vision for the transformation
of capitalist consumption. A final section of the article considers the
implications of these cooperative ‘‘moral economies’’ for the ordinary
men and women who shopped at the cooperative store.

C O O P E R AT I V E I D E O L O G Y I N T H E I C A : T H E D E B AT E O N

T H E R O C H D A L E P R I N C I P L E S

The ICA faced a number of serious challenges as it resumed its activities
after the interruption of World War I. In the first place, cooperative
societies could not escape the economic difficulties of the period: the
disruption to trade and difficulties in securing supplies in the immediate
postwar years; the hyperinflation in central Europe and the instability
of the foreign exchanges; and, later in the decade, the rise of economic
protectionism. As the 1920s progressed, it became increasingly clear that
there would be no return to the economic liberalism of the pre-1914 era,
and that cooperatives would have to adapt to new circumstances including
the rise of monopoly capitalism and state trading. Secondly, the post-1918
years saw the emergence of new international and intergovernmental
organizations such as the League of Nations and the International Labour
Organization, and it was not clear how the cooperative movement should
respond to these. Thirdly, and most importantly, the Alliance found
its unity threatened by the rise of political extremism on both the left and
the right. The decision to allow the Soviet cooperative organization
Centrosojus to remain a member of the ICA was largely due to the
enthusiastic support of the British cooperators, who, as Kevin Morgan has
suggested, saw mirrored in Bolshevism their own aspirations to create a
new economic order.27 However, the revolutionary agitation of the Soviet
delegates within the Alliance made their presence deeply controversial,
and the decision was later openly regretted by one of its staunchest
supporters, the General Secretary Henry May.28

A major problem for the ICA, as it struggled to respond to these pro-
blems, was that it lacked a coherent programmatic statement of cooperative
ideology. It did, however, possess a powerful foundational myth in the
story of the Rochdale Pioneers, the consumer cooperative society foun-
ded in northern England in 1844. As several British cooperative historians
have pointed out, the cooperative movement was imbued with a strong
sense of its own past, celebrated and commemorated by local societies
through the publication of jubilee histories. These histories served an

27. Kevin Morgan, Bolshevism and the British Left, II (London, 2006), pp. 183, 190, 193.
28. Report of the Proceedings of the Eleventh International Co-operative Congress, Ghent,
1–4 September 1924, p. 220; for May’s regret: Report of proceedings of ICA Central Com-
mittee, 30–31 October 1932, TA: KOL 334.5, box 2.
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important propaganda function, illustrating the movement’s progress on
the basis of its fundamental principles.29 The celebration of the Rochdale
Pioneers as the founding fathers of the modern cooperative movement
was not just confined to Britain, but was widely practised internationally.
The translations of texts by G.J. Holyoake, Beatrice Potter, and others
were influential in disseminating the Rochdale system of cooperation
elsewhere in Europe, its popularity cemented by the very public successes
of the British movement.30 Recognizing this, in 1931 the English Coop-
erative Wholesale Society (CWS) opened the original Toad Lane store in
Rochdale as a museum, which acted as a site of pilgrimage for cooperators
from both Britain and overseas.31

In the interwar period, Rochdale was also a common reference point
within the committees of the ICA, often used to legitimize current practices.
Article 1 of the Alliance’s rules referred to its work as being ‘‘in continuance
of the work of the Rochdale Pioneers’’. The French cooperator Ernst
Poisson suggested that the Rochdale principles had ‘‘a sort of mystic appeal’’,
and a ‘‘religious glamour’’ for many cooperators.32 Lecturing to the inter-
national cooperative school in 1932, Henry May also noted the quasi-
religious appeal of the word ‘‘Rochdale’’: ‘‘You cannot more grievously
offend the Cooperators of any country than by charging them with ignor-
ance of, or disloyalty to, the Rochdale Principles. They will acknowledge the
most extraordinary divergences in their practice but still claim that their title
is clear to a place in the apostolic succession.’’33 Rochdale held a powerful
emotional appeal that completely eclipsed alternative cooperative models,
such as the German Raiffeisen and Schulze-Delitsch societies.

The problem was that, however well the Rochdale idea functioned as a
myth, it offered precious little by way of practical guidance to cooperative
means and ends. In 1930 therefore, the ICA’s Vienna Congress decided to

29. Gurney, Co-operative Culture and the Politics of Consumption; Chris Wrigley, ‘‘The
Commemorative Urge: The Co-operative Movement’s Collective Memory’’, in Black and
Robertson, Consumerism and the Co-operative Movement, pp. 157–173.
30. C.J.[sic] Holyoake, Rochdalen kunnon esitaistelijain historia, Väinö Tanner (transl.) (Turku,
1906); A. Jepsen and Lise Harboe Jepsen, Rochdales redelige Banebrydere (Copenhagen, 1944);
Axel Påhlman, Pionjärerna (Stockholm, 1944). See also Furlough, Consumer Cooperation in
France, pp. 48–49; Poul Thestrup, Nærbutik og næringslovs-omgåelse. En undersøgelse af
brugsforeningerne og deres placering i innovationsprocessen i Danmark mellem 1850 og 1919
(Odense, 1986), p. 108; Aléx, Den rationella konsumenten, ch. 2.
31. Co-operative Union to OTK, 3 March 1931, TA: HNA 14 Keskusosuusliike OTK:
Ulkomaiset osuuskunnat. The centenary of the Rochdale Pioneers in 1944 was marked by the
production of a film, Men of Rochdale, by the CWS film unit. See Alan Burton, The People’s
Cinema: Film and the Co-operative Movement (London, 1994).
32. Report on meeting of Special Committee on Rochdale Principles, 10 February 1935, TA:
KOL 334.5, box 9.1.
33. H.J. May, ‘‘The Rochdale Principles of Cooperation’’, Lecture to Twelfth International
Cooperative School, 1932, TA: KOL 334.5, box 4.
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conduct a formal inquiry into the meaning of Rochdale cooperation, with
the aim of agreeing a definitive set of principles. The General Secretary
produced an initial report including extensive citations from the original
sources that were available, namely the Rochdale society’s original rule
book, its early minutes, and G.J. Holyoake’s historical account of the
society. Perhaps to add further authenticity to his memorandum, May also
reported that he had visited the Toad Lane museum and interviewed both
a former secretary of the society and the daughter of one of the original
Pioneers.34 The inquiry was thus not only an attempt to establish a
cooperative programme for the future, but also an investigation of the
movement’s own history, and an attempt to lay definitive claim to the
Rochdale legacy in order to prevent its being used for any other pur-
pose.35 The special committee appointed by the Executive agreed on six
fundamental principles: open membership, democratic control, cash
trading, surplus redistributed as a dividend on purchases, limited interest
on capital, political and religious neutrality. A seventh principle, con-
cerning the allocation of resources for education, was added a few months
later, and the final report also noted two others – trading exclusively with
members and voluntary cooperation – which were not part of the Pio-
neers’ original programme but were nonetheless felt to be ‘‘inherent in the
cooperative idea’’.36

The committee’s final report, presented to the ICA congress in 1934,
noted that it was the clause on political and religious neutrality that had
sparked the most discussion during the course of the inquiry.37 The
questionnaire on the Rochdale principles sent to all national organizations
in 1932 confirmed the well-known divergences from strict neutrality,
including Belgium, Austria, Britain, and part of the Danish movement.38

Even so, it seemed that all members – with the exception of the USSR –
would be prepared to accept the inclusion of political neutrality as one of
the Rochdale principles. It was thus a bitter blow for the authors of the
report when, in the debate on the report at the 1934 congress, the British
delegation moved to reject the clauses on neutrality and cash trading.39

34. Memorandum on the Principles of the Rochdale Pioneers, presented to the Special Com-
mittee on the Rochdale principles, 28 June 1932, TA: KOL 334.5, box 3.
35. In 1933, German delegates seeking to establish the bona fide cooperative credentials
of one of the leaders of the Nazi movement, Herr Schloesser, noted that he had written a book
on Rochdale cooperation; report on meeting of ICA Executive, 8 June 1933, TA: KOL 334.5,
box 6.
36. Report of the Proceedings of the Fourteenth Congress of the International Co-operative
Alliance, London, 1934, p. 150.
37. ICA Fourteenth Congress report, p. 143.
38. Ibid.; memorandum on replies to questionnaire on Rochdale Principles prepared for
meeting of Special Committee, 4 February 1932, TA: KOL 334.5, box 4.
39. ICA Fourteenth Congress report, pp. 165–166.
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They argued that the profound changes that had occurred since 1844 had
led them to question cooperative non-alignment, and they objected to the
imposition of neutrality as a moral obligation on national organizations,
arguing instead that cooperators could be, as the Belgians had declared in
1924, ‘‘Socialist in their own country, but neutral in the ICA’’.40 The
Swedish delegate Axel Gjöres defended the neutrality clause, and sought
to rescue the report by proposing that the whole thing be referred back to
the committee, an amendment which was accepted by the British.41 A
bitter row ensued as the matter was discussed in the Alliance’s committees
over the next two years, and there were some heated exchanges before a
compromise could be reached, stating that the neutrality principle was
considered to be important and desirable but not absolutely essential in
defining a cooperative society.42

The debate on political neutrality was sharpened by the Alliance’s
dilemma over how to respond to the rise of Nazism in Germany.
Throughout the spring of 1933 the ICA’s officers tried to keep an open mind
on the German situation. Eventually they were reluctantly forced to con-
clude that the German cooperatives had lost their autonomous and volun-
tary character and they were expelled, but only after a series of fraught
and lengthy meetings which threatened to split the Alliance disastrously.43

The problem for cooperation was that, although most cooperators were
instinctively anti-fascist, not all of them based this opposition on socialism,
and there was nothing contained within any of the movement’s ideological
or programmatic statements to suggest that cooperators should necessarily
oppose Nazism. The ICA had accepted the Soviet cooperative organization
Centrosoyus in the name of political neutrality after all, so should it not treat
the German cooperative movement the same way? For some, the answer to
this dilemma was to base the exclusion of the Germans on a robust defence
of cooperative principles, on the grounds that the German movement had
abandoned its claims to be a voluntary movement in allowing itself to be
taken over by the Nazi authorities.44 Nonetheless, the troubling legacy of
the Soviet presence remained. The Swede Anders Hedberg claimed to be
speaking for all the Nordic countries when he acknowledged that the
situation in Germany was ‘‘atrocious’’, but added that:

[y] we remain cooperators and the danger at present is that we let ourselves
be guided by political hatred towards events in Germany and neglect the

40. Ibid., p. 166; ICA Eleventh Congress report, p. 224.
41. ICA Fourteenth Congress report, pp. 173–174.
42. Report of meeting of ICA Executive, 25 June 1936, TA: KOL 334.5, box 10.
43. Reports of meetings of ICA Executive, 20 May 1933, 8 June 1933; Henry May, ‘‘Mein
Besuch nach Finnland, Deutschland, Schweden und Dänemark’’; report of proceedings of ICA
Special Conference, 9–10 June 1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 6.
44. Report of proceedings of ICA Special Conference, 9–10 June 1933.
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cooperative side of the question [y] we should maintain our political neutrality
above all, and we should avoid laying ourselves open to blame for flirting with
Russia while rejecting Germany.45

The ICA survived both the loss of Germany and the continued mem-
bership of the USSR, and in 1934 was even able to claim some success
when it intervened to maintain the autonomy of the Austrian cooperative
movement following the civil war.46 But the crises of the early 1930s had
left it seriously divided. The representatives of the social democratic
Austrian and Czechoslovak cooperative movements were the most con-
sistently and outspokenly in favour of unequivocal German expulsion.
Against them, the British and Swedish delegates urged pragmatism,
arguing that the Alliance should accept the Germans’ appeals for non-
intervention and wait until the situation had stabilized itself before taking
a final decision.47 The Alliance’s French Vice President, Ernst Poisson,
warned against allowing the ICA to become ‘‘an auxiliary of the Second
International’’, by associating itself with a socialist position, a possibility
that was vigorously denied by those sympathetic to socialism.48

P O L I T I C A L N E U T R A L I T Y A N D T H E E M E R G E N C E O F A

N O R D I C B L O C

As this suggests, the Swedish delegates were among the staunchest
defenders of the principle of cooperative political neutrality, and in 1936
they combined with the representatives of Denmark and Norway to
submit a joint Nordic motion on political neutrality.49 This was by no
means a new position, however, but one which could be traced back to
the early 1920s. The Finnish wholesale society SOK objected to an ICA
statement agreed in 1919, on the grounds that it contained ‘‘several
questions which are outside the actual cooperative programme’’, while
Danish cooperators were openly critical of the ICA’s attempts to take
a stand on international issues such as the occupation of the Ruhr and
the reconstruction policy of the League of Nations.50 They agreed with

45. Report of meeting of ICA Executive, 6 October 1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 7.
46. Rhodes, The International Cooperative Alliance, p. 191.
47. Reports of proceedings of ICA Executive 8 June 1933; Special Conference 9 June 1933, TA:
KOL 334.5, box 6; report of meeting of ICA Executive, 6 October 1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 7.
48. Report of meeting of ICA Executive, 6 October 1933.
49. Report of meeting of ICA Central Committee, 24 September 1936, TA: KOL 334.5, box 11;
Mary Hilson, ‘‘The Nordic Consumer Co-operative Movements in International Perspective,
1890–1939’’, in Risto Alapuro and Henrik Stenius (eds), Nordic Associations in a European
Perspective (Baden-Baden, 2010), pp. 215–240.
50. SOK/Pellervo, ‘‘To the Central Committee of the International Cooperative Alliance’’,
January 1920, included with papers to Special Committee on Economy Policy, 7 October 1933,
TA: KOL 334.5, box 7; A. Axelsen Drejer, ‘‘Den danske Andelsbevægelses Deltagelse i det

214 Mary Hilson

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859011000150 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859011000150


the Swedish cooperator Anders Örne that the ICA should concentrate on
the exchange of statistics and technical information, and avoid becoming
embroiled in a ‘‘general confusion of ideas and endeavours’’, which had
nothing to do with cooperation.51 In 1931 the Danish and Swedish delegates
opposed a Belgian resolution to the Central Committee on disarmament,
pointing out that they were not opposed to peace itself, but insisting that
cooperation was about the practicalities of business.52 The unity of the
Nordic position was also invoked when the Swede Anders Hedberg criti-
cized the proposal that the ICA should present a resolution on economic
policy to the World Economic Conference in 1933, suggesting that it would
cause ‘‘unnecessary irritation’’ not only to cooperators in Sweden, but also
to ‘‘several friends’’ in both Finland and Denmark, were the Alliance to
intervene in matters that did not directly concern it.53

Clearly concerned about the seriousness of these criticisms, the ICA’s
leadership went to some lengths to respond to them. A special meeting
was convened with representatives of the organizations in question in the
summer of 1925, but its outcome was inconclusive, and the matter refused
to disappear.54 By 1933 there was felt to be a very real danger that some of
them would secede. The General Secretary made a short tour of the region
in an attempt to mitigate the threat, but found that he was not allowed to
attend the SOK congress, such was the depth of feeling against the ICA.55

These concerns have to be seen against the background of the recent
departure of Germany, and the knowledge that any further losses would
seriously weaken the Alliance, possibly fatally. But it also suggests the
extent to which the Nordic countries seem to have achieved a prominence
that allowed them to constitute a powerful bloc within the ICA, despite
their relatively small populations.

internationale Samarbejde [y]’’, unpublished ms, Ehrvervsarkivet, Århus [hereafter EA]: 06156
Andelsudvalget, Korrespondance med ICA 1921–1922 mm.
51. Anders Örne, ‘‘The Policy of International Co-operation’’, in Report of the Proceedings of
the Tenth International Co-operative Congress, Basle, 1921, pp. 101–120, 102; idem, PM
angående Internationella kooperativa alliansens verksamhet, 21 April 1925; Protokoll von der
Sonderkonferenz in Stockholm, 28 July 1925, Kooperativa Förbundets arkiv, Stockholm
[hereafter KF]: ICA Exekutivkommittén 1920–1963.
52. Report of meeting of ICA Central Committee, 30 September 1931, TA: KOL 334.5, box 1.
53. Reports of meetings of ICA Executive, 20 May 1933; ICA Special Conference, 9–10 June
1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 6. SOK also renewed its complaint: SOK, ‘‘Criticism of the
International Cooperative Programme’’, included with papers for Special Committee on
Economic Policy, 7 October 1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 7.
54. Minutes of ICA Executive, 23 May 1924, KF: ICA Exekutivkommittén 1920–1963. The
meeting was also attended by representatives of cooperative organizations from Lithuania and
Estonia; ‘‘Uddrag af Andelsudvalgets Protokol vedrørande Deltagelse i det internationale
Samarbejde’’, DEA: 06156 Andelsudvalget Korrespondance.
55. May, ‘‘Mein Besuch nach Finnland [y]’’; report of meeting of ICA Executive, 20 May
1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 6.
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The emergence of a sense of regional solidarity should not be taken
for granted, however, for it would be rather difficult to speak of ‘‘the
cooperative movement’’ in the Nordic countries as a homogeneous whole.
Rochdale was a common reference point, though influences from else-
where, especially Germany, were also important.56 In both Denmark and
Finland it would be more accurate to speak of two forms of consumer
cooperation: the mostly rural distributive societies affiliated to the whole-
sales FDB and SOK respectively, and the workers’ distributive societies
in the towns.57 In Finland, the movement had split into two factions in
1916, with the so-called ‘‘progressive’’ wing forming its own wholesale and
central propaganda organizations, OTK and KK, while the ‘‘neutral’’
cooperative societies affiliated to SOK retained their ties to the agricultural
movement through the Pellervo Society, a propagandist and educational
organization established in 1899.58 In Denmark, the equivalent central
organization was Andelsudvalget, also founded in 1899, and, like Pellervo,
including both agricultural and rural distributive societies in its remit,
while from 1922, the workers’ cooperatives had their own central organi-
zation, Det kooperative Fællesforbund.59 For this reason both Denmark
and Finland had dual representation in the ICA: Denmark by both
Andelsudvalget and Det kooperative Fællesforbund; Finland by SOK and
its propaganda organization YOL on the one hand, and by the equivalent
‘‘progressive’’ organizations OTK and KK on the other.60 The situation was

56. For the early history of cooperation in the Nordic countries, see Esko Aaltonen, Finlands
konsumenter i samarbete, Stig Malmström (transl.) (Helsinki, 1954); Olof Ruin, Kooperativa
Förbundet 1899–1920. En organisationsstudie (Lund, 1960); Thestrup, Nærbutik og næringslovs-
omgåelse; Aléx, Den rationella konsumenten; Even Lange et al., Organisert kjøpekraft. For-
brukersamvirkets historie i Norge (Oslo, 2006); Hilson, ‘‘The Nordic Consumer Co-operative
Movements’’.
57. Fællesforeningen for Danmarks Brugsforeninger; Suomen Osuuskauppojen Keskuskunta.
Both organizations had strong ties with the agricultural cooperative movement. See Aaltonen,
Finlands konsumenter; Claus Bjørn, Fortid med fremtid: Danske Andelsselskaber 100 år
1899–1999 (Copenhagen, 1999).
58. Suomen Osuustukkakauppa (OTK) and Kulutusosuuskuntien Keskusliitto (KK). See
Veikko Lahtinen and Armas Tasa, Den neutrala handelslagsrörelsen, B Rajalin (transl.) (Helsinki,
1949); Aaltonen, Finlands konsumenter; Markko Kuisma et al., The Pellervo Story: A Century of
Finnish Cooperation 1899–1999, Michael Wynne-Ellis (transl.) (Helsinki, 1999). SOK also had its
own central union, Yleinen Osuuskauppojen Liitto (YOL).
59. Bjørn, Forntid med fremtid, pp. 43–44.
60. Pellervo represented Finland before World War I, but was replaced after the war by SOK/
YOL and OTK/KK. Likewise, Denmark was represented by FDB, more particularly in the
person of the veteran co-operator, Severin Jørgensen; ICA Central Committee minutes,
30 September 1911, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.1. An ICA membership list from September 1927
gives De Samvirkende danske Andelsselskaber (Århus) and Det Kooperative Fællesforbund i
Danmark (Copenhagen) as the Danish members, with L. Broberg of FDB and Anders Nielsen
of Andelsudvalget as the named representatives on the Central Committee; memorandum,
‘‘Organisations in membership with ICA’’, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.3. De Samvirkende danske

216 Mary Hilson

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859011000150 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859011000150


somewhat different in Sweden and Norway. Here, the functions of pro-
pagandist and educational union on the one hand, and central wholesale for
the distributive societies on the other, were combined in the same organi-
zations, KF and NKL.61 Both were organizations exclusively for consumer
cooperatives, although recent research in Norway suggests that NKL had
some success in promoting trading relations between agricultural and
distributive cooperative societies, especially at the local level.62

Given these differences, how can we explain the emergence of a Nordic
bloc within the ICA? Some cooperators pointed towards the existence
of a natural affinity between ‘‘neighbouring countries, speaking sister
languages and thus obviating any difficulties in translation’’, as the Dane
Frederik Nielsen put it.63 Certainly this may have helped to develop a
sense of regional solidarity within the international forum of the ICA, at a
time when even the most committed internationalists invariably tended to
categorize individuals along racial lines.64 Moreover, the practicalities of
participation in international meetings were also influential.

The region’s relative isolation and the long overland journeys which its
cooperators were forced to make to attend ICA meetings helped to forge
strong personal networks among a small group of cooperative leaders. Väinö
Tanner’s journey to ICA meetings in London via Stockholm, Hamburg,
Vlissingen, and Harwich in 1929 lasted four days, including two nights on
trains and one on the Turku–Stockholm ferry. But it was planned to include
one full day in Stockholm, which presumably gave him the opportunity for
meetings with his Swedish colleagues.65 In an unpublished personal memoir
of Tanner written towards the end of his life, Albin Johansson reminisced
about the long hours they had spent together on car journeys travelling
down to the continent for ICA meetings, and the opportunity this gave

Andelsselskaber included all the Danish societies except those in Det Kooperative Fæll-
esforbund ‘‘whose domain of activity is limited to the workmen’’, but the ICA was asked to
direct its correspondence to Andelsudvalget, the Board of Directors for the joint agricultural
cooperatives; A. Axelsen Drejer to Henry May, 14 July 1924, EA: 06156 Andelsudvalget,
1910–1964 Mødereferater mv vedr deltagelsen i ICA 1910 mm. There is no evidence that Det
Kooperative Fællesforbund participated actively in the ICA.
61. Kooperativa Förbundet (KF) in Sweden, founded in 1899, and Norges Kooperative
Landsforening, founded 1906. For NKL see Lange, Organisert kjøpekraft; for KF see Ruin,
Kooperativa Förbundet.
62. Lange, Organisert kjøpekraft, pp. 179–185.
63. Minutes of IWCS Executive, 30 January 1936, TA: HNA 15. Väinö Tanner also noted the
close cultural similarities between the Nordic cooperative movements, describing the Nordic
countries as ‘‘from time immemorial [y] a historical unit’’; Väinö Tanner, ‘‘The Consumers’
Co-operative Movement in the Northern Countries (Finno-Scandinavia)’’, n.d.; TA: 92 Väinö
Tannerin Osuustoimintaa kosk. puheita, artikkeleita, 1928–1961.
64. Boyce, The Great Interwar Crisis, p. 19.
65. Handwritten note marked ‘‘Lontoon matka’’, included with papers for ICA meetings in
London, October 1929, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.5.
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them to develop a close friendship.66 Personal experiences also had some
bearing on Nordic sympathies for the German position, as there was a
legacy of strong contacts between the movements in Germany and the
Nordic countries.67 As young men, both Tanner and Johansson had
studied and worked in the German consumer cooperatives, where they
formed close relationships with the German cooperative leader Heinrich
Kaufmann, and Kaufmann was later influential in securing Tanner’s
election as ICA president in 1927.68

Secondly, it was perhaps also the diversity of the cooperative move-
ment in the Nordic countries which strengthened its adherence to
political neutrality as a common cause. Cooperation in the Nordic
region was not only politically diverse but also socially heterogeneous,
largely because of its rural character.69 Although the distributive socie-
ties of large urban centres were important – and many, like Helsinki’s
Elanto, were proudly shown off to and greatly admired by foreign
visitors – consumer cooperation throughout the region also had strong
links to the countryside, embodied in the local village store.70 Even in
Finland, where the 1916 split reflected the same bitter social cleavages
that were to flare up in the civil war two years later, the division
between the two factions of cooperation was a complex one, and both
cooperative organizations declared their determination to remain above
politics.71 In their writings and speeches, cooperators thus insisted
on the need to see cooperation as a movement for all, regardless of
political affiliation or social status.72 Andelsudvalget saw itself as being

66. Albin Johansson, ‘‘Väinö Tanner’’, unpublished ms, 27 January 1956, KF: Albin Johansson:s
arkiv.
67. In a last desperate attempt to avoid losing German cooperation to Nazism, Tanner stopped
in Hamburg on his way from Finland to an ICA meeting in Vienna in the spring of 1933, and
his comments to the Executive’s meeting suggest his personal sadness at the loss of the
movement; report of meeting of ICA Executive, 6 October 1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 7.
68. Herman Stolpe and Sven Stolpe, Boken om Albin Johansson. Liv-minnen-gärning, I
(Stockholm, 1969), p. 131; report of meeting of ICA Central Committee, 18 August 1927, TA:
KOL 334.5, box 0.3.
69. Lange, Organisert kjøpekraft, p. 142.
70. H.J. May, ‘‘The ICA Executive in Finland’’, Review of International Cooperation, July
1935, pp. 241–243.
71. Aaltonen, Finlands konsumenter, pp. 84, 154. Lest there should be any concerns about their
neutrality, in 1918 the recently established KK wrote to KF to reassure them ‘‘that the [new]
Finnish Cooperative Wholesale Society in no way resembles the Belgian cooperative system,
but right from the beginning has embraced the principle of cooperative neutrality as it is
understood for example in Sweden and the other Scandinavian countries’’; KK to Anders Örne,
10 August 1918, TA: HNA 14.
72. SOK/Pellervo, ‘‘To the Central Committee of the International Cooperative Alliance’’,
January 1920, included with papers to the Special Committee on Economy Policy, 7 October
1933, TA: KOL 334.5, box 7.
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especially important in this respect, for, as Axelsen Drejer put it, ‘‘there
is scarcely anywhere else where people of different social classes are
united in cooperative societies to the extent that they are here in this
country’’.73 Perhaps more surprisingly, similar views were also expressed
by the more explicitly consumerist organizations, such as Swedish KF
and Finnish KK. The authors of a KK proposal for an international
cooperative economic policy circulated to the ICA in 1931 pointed out
that from its beginnings cooperation had appealed to ‘‘a wide cross-
section of the population’’, uniting the interests of ‘‘the working class
and the poorer farmers’’.74 Its most important future task would be to
help promote a more rational and conflict-free organization of economic
life, and an acceptable division of labour between agricultural and
consumer cooperation.75

Figure 1. Local cooperative store of the Vaasa Region Cooperative Society, Finland, 1930. In
1916 the Finnish consumer cooperative movement split into two factions, each with its own
wholesale society. Although the sign on this store says it is the ‘‘Workers’ Cooperative Store’’,
both sides of the movement remained politically unaligned.
Finnish Labour Archives, Helsinki. Used with permission.

73. Drejer, ‘‘Den danske Andelsbevægelses Deltagelse’’, p. 19.
74. Report on meeting of Special Committee on Economic Policy, 29 September 1931, TA:
KOL 334.5, box 1.
75. KK, ‘‘Internationella Kooperativa Alliansens ekonomiska program’’, Elanto, 23–24,
19 December 1931; included with papers for meeting of Special Committee on Economic
Policy, 29 September 1931 (also in Finnish and German), TA: KOL 334.5, box 1.
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Thirdly, it is possible that political and social conflicts in the retailing sector
were more muted in the Nordic countries than in other parts of interwar
Europe. To be sure, the region was not immune from the class tensions and
ideological divisions of the period.76 As in many other parts of Europe, the
food shortages of 1916–1918 led to widespread unrest in Sweden, for example,
and to popular anger against small shopkeepers accused of profiteering.77

But these tensions never gained the intensity they did in other parts of
Europe during the interwar period. Jonathan Morris, writing about Italian
shopkeepers, cautions against assuming unequivocal support for fascism
among small shopkeepers, but there is no doubt that this group was becoming
increasingly politicized across Europe as individuals faced commercial
competition from both cooperatives and the new capitalist chain stores.78 An
ICA report in 1933 found that the cooperative movement was under threat of
being drawn into direct conflicts in France, Czechoslovakia, Britain, Yugo-
slavia, and most seriously Austria, to say nothing of the recent incorporation
of the German cooperatives into the Nazi state.79 But the report also noted
how calm the situation was in northern Europe. Good progress was reported
in Denmark and Norway, and in neither Finland nor Sweden was coopera-
tion felt to be under serious threat from the attacks of private traders.80

T H E N O R D I C V I S I O N O F C O O P E R AT I O N

Despite their many differences, the representatives of the Nordic coop-
erative movements thus sought to present a united front to the ICA in
their defence of the political neutrality of cooperation. In particular, the
leadership of Swedish KF took the initiative in establishing this as a
common platform. As Peder Aléx has pointed out, one of the first
attempts to condense the Rochdale legacy into seven basic principles was
made by the Swede Anders Örne, in a paper delivered to the international
cooperative congress in Basle in 1921. As the ICA’s historian W.P. Watkins

76. See for example Stefan Nyzell, ‘‘Striden ägde rum i Malmö’’. Möllevångskravallerna 1926.
En studie av politiskt våld i mellankrigstidens Sverige (Malmo, 2009), especially ch. 17.
77. Carl-Göran Andræ, Revolt eller reform. Sverige inför revolutionerna i Europa 1917–1918
(Stockholm, 1998).
78. Jonathan Morris, ‘‘Retailers, Fascism and the Origins of the Social Protection of Shop-
keepers in Italy’’, Contemporary European History, 5 (1996), pp. 285–318. See also Michael J.
Winstanley, The Shopkeeper’s World 1830–1914 (Manchester, 1983), pp. 75, 83, 88; Victoria de
Grazia, ‘‘Changing Consumption Regimes in Europe, 1930–1970: Comparative Perspectives on
the Distribution Problem’’, in Susan Strasser et al. (eds), Getting and Spending: European and
American Consumer Societies in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, 1998), pp. 59–83, 69.
79. Report to ICA special conference 1933, ‘‘The Present Position of the Cooperative Move-
ment in Various Countries’’, TA: KOL 334.5, box 6.
80. There were examples of traders’ association agitation against cooperatives, e.g. in Norway
in the mid 1920s, but these do not seem to have become as widespread or as threatening as in
other parts of Europe; see Lange, Organisert kjøpekraft, p. 156.
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noted, the paper, which drew on internal debates within KF, could be
regarded as one of the first major Scandinavian contributions to inter-
national cooperative thought.81 Such was its importance that Örne’s
subsequent book on cooperation was translated into English and pub-
lished by the CWS in 1926.82

What is striking about Örne’s statement is the practical, even prosaic nature
of his seven principles. This was no grand vision of the future cooperative
commonwealth, but rather a practical guide to how to organize a cooperative
business. The central Rochdalian idea of distributing the surplus in the
form of a dividend on purchase was present, as were the commitments to
democratic organization (one member, one vote) and to education, but in his
other points Örne was even more practical, specifying, for example, the need
for cooperative societies to deliver unadulterated goods, to use fair measures,
and to sell at market price.83 Indeed, Örne acknowledged that those new to
the movement might be struck by the ‘‘meagreness’’’(torflighet) of the seven
principles, but he was nonetheless convinced that, if followed conscientiously,
they contained within them the basis for a new economic order.84

Örne’s insistence that cooperation should be regarded not as a social
movement, but as an economic enterprise, went to the heart of debates
about the meaning of cooperation during the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries.85 His argument bears some resemblance to the
conception of the ‘‘Cooperative Republic’’ associated with French coop-
erators of the ‘‘Nı̂mes school’’ and in particular Charles Gide, who led
efforts to revive the International Cooperative Alliance after the war.86

From 1895, the French movement had been formally split between those
who subscribed to this view of cooperation, and those who preferred to
see cooperation as the ‘‘third pillar’’ of the working-class movement,
directly aligned with the socialist party. The reunification of the two
wings in 1912 has been interpreted by Ellen Furlough as a defeat for the
socialist vision of cooperation as part of the working-class struggle against
capitalism, and a victory for the reformist strand of French cooperation,

81. Watkins, The International Co-operative Alliance, p. 129. Peder Aléx suggests that Örne drew on
earlier work by E.H. Thörnberg (Den kooperativa rörelsen, 1907), but that otherwise his was the first
attempt to distil the Rochdale system into seven principles; Aléx, Den rationella konsumenten, p. 104.
82. Anders Örne, Co-operative Ideals and Problems, John Downie (transl.) (Manchester, 1926).
83. Idem, ‘‘The Policy of International Co-operation’’. See Aléx, Den rationella konsumenten,
for a full discussion of the debate in KF.
84. Anders Örne, De sju grundsatserna. Kooperationens program i kort sammanfattning
(Stockholm, 1934), p. 6: ‘‘Det innehålla icke ett enda ord med eggande revolutionär klang, icke
den minsta antydan om sociologiskt djupsinne hos upphorsmännen [y] [Men] [y] dessa till
synes så anspråkslösa regler, konsekvent tillämpade, måste leda direkt fram till ett samhälle av
helt annan typ än det nuvarande.’’
85. Idem, ‘‘The Policy of International Co-operation’’, pp. 102–103.
86. Furlough, Consumer Cooperation, pp. 83–92.
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which during the 1920s seemed more inclined to adopt the strategies of
capitalist commerce than to oppose them.87

To be sure, the paper presented to the ICA’s 1927 congress by Örne’s KF
colleague, Albin Johansson, seems to support this view, with its emphasis
on the need for rational business organization and the acknowledgement of
the importance of advertising. Johansson even called into question the
wisdom of allowing members direct democratic control, arguing that
cooperatives were best served by the leadership of professional ‘‘experts’’.88

Nonetheless, both Örne and Johansson continued to insist on the funda-
mental difference between cooperation and private trade. This distinction
was implicit in cooperation’s redistribution of the surplus through the
dividend, the democratic accountability of its management, and the strictly
limited interest paid on the share capital held by individual members, as
well as in its promotion of ‘‘rational’’ consumption through the types of
goods supplied and the avoidance of credit.89 Cooperation’s idealism thus
lay, not in some utopian vision of the future, but in the practicalities of its
internal organization, which nonetheless contained within it the means to
promote fundamental economic and social change.90

The emerging strength of the Nordic region within the International
Cooperative Alliance must also be seen in the light of the wider reputa-
tion Nordic cooperation came to enjoy internationally. The Danish
agricultural cooperatives attracted much favourable international atten-
tion during the early twentieth century. Their products and methods were
exhibited at the Paris exhibition in 1900, and they were cited with
approval in a number of international studies of agricultural moderniza-
tion.91 Denmark, where ‘‘cooperation pervades everything’’, was ‘‘quite
the most valuable political exhibit in the modern world’’, wrote the
American, Frederic C. Howe, in 1921, and should be visited by agri-
cultural commissions.92 The Danish cooperator, A. Axelsen Drejer, was
well aware of this, and an internal memoir written by him in 1926–1927
reveals a strong consciousness of the international significance of Danish
cooperation, and an almost missionary zeal to promote this as being of

87. Ibid., p. 234.
88. Albin Johansson, Aktuella kooperativa problem (Stockholm, 1927), especially pp. 9–10.
These experts would, however, be elected and held accountable by the membership. On the role
of the cooperative member meeting in Britain and Sweden, see Friberg, The Workings of
Co-operation, pp. 234–280.
89. ‘‘The antithesis of Cooperation is profit-seeking economy, organised in the form of
undertakings whose proprietors regard the production and the distribution of goods merely as
the means whereby to procure gain to themselves’’; Örne, Cooperative Ideas and Problems, p. 2.
90. Friberg, The Workings of Co-operation.
91. Bjørn, Forntid med fremtid, p. 15; see also Kazimierz Musia", Roots of the Scandinavian
Model: Images of Progress in the Era of Modernisation (Baden-Baden, 2000), pp. 42–44.
92. Frederic C. Howe, Denmark: A Cooperative Commonwealth (New York, 1921), pp. iii, vi.
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wider benefit to the world.93 As the members of Andelsudvalget were
aware, however, this reputation had to be protected. If Danish coopera-
tors were to engage in political debates, wrote Anders Nielsen, then ‘‘the
incense which now from abroad [y] is burned to the so-called exemplary
Danish Cooperative undertakings, would come to an end’’.94

Of particular interest to the ICA was the Danish success in uniting the
interests of consumer and producer cooperatives under the auspices of
Andelsudvalget. The question of intra-cooperative relations was discussed
at successive international cooperative congresses throughout the 1920s, as
the Alliance sought to find ways, in the words of Albert Thomas, to ‘‘lay a
strong foundation for a world economic system in which the spirit of strife
and competition would have no place’’.95 It gained new urgency from the
end of the 1920s, for several reasons. Firstly, the League of Nations, at its
World Economic Conference in 1927, had also recognized this problem,
and had recommended the establishment of a joint committee on relations
between agricultural and consumer cooperatives, but this failed to mate-
rialize. In 1929, worrying rumours emerged about the foundation of a new
International Federation of Agricultural Cooperation, which presented a
potential threat to the ICA. The Alliance took matters into its own hands,
and established a joint committee under the chairmanship of the French
cooperator and ILO president Albert Thomas, though he died prematurely
before the committee could achieve any concrete results.96 Secondly, the
ICA was at the same time considering new applications for membership
from cooperative organizations engaged in agricultural production outside
Europe. The General Secretary’s tour of North America in 1930 led
directly to the admission of the Canadian Wheat Pools from the western
prairies, and the Alliance also contemplated ‘‘missionary journeys’’ to
recruit new members even further afield in Asia and South America.97

These decisions had their detractors who argued that the Alliance was
and should remain principally for consumer cooperatives.98 But for many
others, the Danish cooperative movement could stand as a practical example
of the success of the cooperative aspiration to overcome class tensions
and address the ‘‘disequilibrium between the forces of consumption and

93. Drejer, ‘‘Den danske Andelsbevægelses Deltagelse’’, pp. 33–34, EA: 06156 Andelsudvalget,
Korrespondance 1921–1962.
94. Anders Nielsen to James Haslam, 27 July 1922, EA: 06156 Andelsudvalget, Artikler mm til
The People’s Year Book 1922.
95. Cited in Bernhard Jaeggi, ‘‘Relations between Consumers’ and Agricultural Cooperative
Societies’’, in report of proceedings of Twelfth Congress of ICA, Stockholm, 1927, p. 150.
96. Report of meeting of ICA Executive, 1 October 1929, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.5.
97. Reports of meetings of ICA Central Committee, 24 August 1930; Executive, 3 December
1930, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.7. The membership of the Wheat Pools was a casualty of the Great
Depression.
98. Report of meeting of ICA Central Committee, 3 October 1929, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.5.
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production’’, in the words of the French cooperator Ernst Poisson.99 In
1928, Drejer was invited to address the International Cooperative School on
the question of consumer–agricultural cooperative relations, for, as Henry
May put it, ‘‘the Danish Cooperators have a story to tell which is peculiar to
their own country’’.100

By the 1930s, international attention shifted towards Sweden and KF,
which was famously lauded by the American journalist Marquis Childs in
his 1936 bestseller, Sweden: The Middle Way.101 The Nordic cooperative
movements also attracted the attention of the Roosevelt Commission
established by the US President to examine cooperative enterprises in
Europe.102 Childs commented approvingly on the pragmatism of Swedish
cooperation, which, he said, ‘‘is very little concerned with short cuts to
Utopia. Interest and energy and will are concentrated on the cost of bread
and galoshes and housing and automobile tires and insurance and electricity
[y] a system based on production for use rather than profit.’’103 Of
particular interest was KF’s success in its campaigns against the emerging
villains of the 1920s and 1930s: the trusts and cartels of monopoly capital-
ism.104 In 1926, Anders Örne told the Central Committee that the only way
for cooperators to counter monopoly capitalism effectively was ‘‘to establish
truly international cooperative enterprises of sufficient size and strength to
enable them to enter into effective competition’’.105 By the 1930s, the
Swedish cooperators could point to some tangible successes in this field,
such as their ‘‘Luma’’ factory for the manufacture of light bulbs which had
succeeded in forcing a cartel to reduce its prices.106 KF also pressed the ICA
to take further action in this area by establishing an international bureau for
statistics on monopolies, which they even offered to fund.107

99. Ernst Poisson, ‘‘The International Cooperative Movement and the World Economic
Conference’’, paper delivered to Special Conference of ICA, 9–10 June 1933, TA: KOL 334.5,
box 6.
100. Report of meeting of ICA Executive, 28 March 1928, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.4.
101. Marquis Childs, Sweden: The Middle Way (New York, 1948, first publ. 1936); see also
Musia", Roots of the Scandinavian Model, p. 197.
102. Report of meeting of ICA Executive, 27 September 1936, TA: KOL 334.5, box 11.
103. Childs, Sweden: The Middle Way, p. 12.
104. Ibid., p. 44.
105. Anders Örne, draft report on international cooperative policy for the League of Nations
International Economic Conference, included with papers for meeting of ICA Central Com-
mittee, 14 October 1926, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.2.
106. KF to OTK 1 October 1928; 13 May 1931; minutes of ICWS Executive, 16 April 1931,
TA: HNA 14. An ICA report on state and collective marketing in 1932 noted the success of
OTK and SOK in forcing an agreement with the cartel Swedish Match to keep domestic prices
low; papers for meeting of ICA Executive, 25 October 1932, TA: KOL 334.5, box 2.
107. KF to OTK 7 September 1927; minutes of joint meeting of ICA and ICWS Executives,
4 December 1930 and 14 April 1931, TA: HNA 14; report of meeting of ICA Executive, 26 July
1928, TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.4.
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The Nordic region also attracted attention for its efforts to promote
international trade through the Nordisk Andelsforbund (NAF, or to give it
the English title used within the ICA, the Scandinavian Cooperative
Wholesale Society). Founded in 1918, NAF acted as a central purchasing
agency for the central wholesale societies of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden,
and rapidly established itself as a major purchaser of certain overseas goods,
such as coffee and dried fruit.108 As Alexander Nützenadel and Frank
Trentmann have pointed out, the experience of food shortages during the war
had made Europeans ‘‘painfully aware’’ of their dependence on food imports,
and the long and complicated chains of supply that lay behind them.109 The
foundation of NAF was a direct response to these difficulties; a pragmatic
arrangement intended to give the Nordic cooperative wholesales greater
leverage in the disrupted international markets of the immediate postwar era.
But by negotiating directly with overseas producers NAF also sought to free
cooperative supply from the control of capitalist import agencies, and, as its
director Frederik Nielsen put it, ‘‘to carry the cooperative line beyond the
oceans, making the goods pass through the consumers’ organization from
place of production until delivered to the consumer’’.110

ICA debates on international trade in the immediate postwar era were
mostly concerned with schemes to promote trade between the coopera-
tive societies of different countries. The main aim of the International
Cooperative Wholesale Society (ICWS), when it was formally established
in 1924, was thus not to undertake trading itself, but to promote the
exchange of trade information between members.111 But it quickly
became apparent that intra-European trade could account for only a small
proportion of the needs of consumer cooperative societies. In 1922–1923
it was reported that over 70 per cent of cooperative trade was with non-
European countries, and that over two-thirds of this was accounted for by
just six commodities, namely wheat, bacon and lard, butter, sugar, coffee,
and rice.112 The committee turned its attention instead to joint import

108. On the NAF see Keijo Hummelin, Nordisk andelsforbund NAF 1918–1993 (Köpenhamn,
1998); Thorsten Odhe, Scandinavian Cooperative Wholesale Society 1918–1958 (Copenhagen,
1960). The two Finnish wholesale societies joined in 1928.
109. Nützenadel and Trentmann, ‘‘Introduction: Mapping Food and Globalization’’, p. 11.
110. Frederik Nielsen, ‘‘The Nordisk Andelsforbund: Organisation and Work’’, p. 4, paper
presented to ICWS 30 January 1936, KF: ICWS handlingar 1936, 42:7.
111. Memorandum of agreement for ICWS, 1924, TA: HNA 14; Minutes of full meeting of
ICWS, 2 September 1924, KF: ICWS 1919–1925. The theoretical background to this position
was presented in some detail by Heinrich Kaufmann in a paper to the Glasgow congress in
1913: Heinrich Kaufmann, ‘‘The Direct Exchange of Goods between Distributive Societies,
Agricultural and other Productive Societies, also between the Wholesale Societies in the
Different Countries’’, Report of the Proceedings of the 9th Congress of the ICA, Glasgow,
25–28 August 1913, pp. 48–76.
112. Annual report of ICWS 1922–1923, TA: HNA 14.
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arrangements, and the NAF rules were translated and circulated as a model
example of how such a scheme could be realized.113 Albin Johansson was a
particularly eager advocate of this, even to the extent of offering to commit
KF to bearing any losses incurred as the result of a trial scheme for pur-
chasing coffee through the NAF suppliers.114 But his proposals for an
international import agency could not be reconciled with the national
interests of the large wholesales. The German and French representatives
pointed out that fluctuations in exchange rates meant that they could
purchase coffee more cheaply on local markets, and an even greater
obstacle was the powerful English CWS, which was quite unwilling to
contemplate disrupting its existing trading contacts.115 In the end, all these
proposals were overtaken by the outbreak of war in 1939, and came to very
little. NAF stood alone as the one major achievement in international
cooperative trading during the inter-war period.

V I S I O N S A N D R E A L I T I E S

Hitherto, this paper has concentrated on the debates and actions of a relatively
small group of cooperative leaders, most of whom it may be assumed knew
each other personally. Public statements to ICA’s meetings and congresses
were, of course, the outcome of internal debates within the organizations
concerned, which cannot be considered in any detail here, and they were also
reported to a national readership through the cooperative press. Moreover,
even the most prominent Nordic cooperators considered here could draw on
extensive personal experience of the day-to-day management of large retail
societies. Väinö Tanner had managed a cooperative society in Turku before he
moved to Helsinki’s Elanto in 1915. Albin Johansson began his retailing career
as an errand boy before becoming the manager of Tanto cooperative society in
Stockholm at the age of nineteen.116 As Johann Brazda and Robert Schediwy
have commented, Johansson – and indeed Tanner – may be regarded as typical
of a new group of professional, technocratic cooperative managers who
dominated some European organizations after 1918.117

Johansson in particular insisted on the need to justify all cooperative
initiatives in terms of the interests of consumers.118 It is, however,

113. Replies of members of ICWS sub-committee on proposed statutes, c.1921, TA: HNA 14.
114. Report of the special sub-committee on combined coffee buying, included with minutes of
ICWS Executive Meeting, 25 June 1925, KF: ICWS 1926–1946.
115. Minutes of special meeting of ICWS Executive and coffee buyers, 2 February 1925; Report
of the special sub-committee on coffee buying, KF: ICWS 1926–1946; Hedberg to Lancaster,
28 March 1925; Lancaster to Johansson, 21 April 1925, KF: ICWS 1919–1925.
116. Stolpe and Stolpe, Boken om Albin Johansson, I.
117. Brazda and Schediwy, Consumer Cooperatives in a Changing World, p. 18.
118. For example, his comments to ICA Central Committee, 30 September 1931, TA: KOL
334.5: box 1.
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notoriously difficult to uncover the meanings that debates about inter-
national capitalism and trade had for the consumers that shopped at the
cooperative stores in Sweden and elsewhere. Most research emphasizes
the very local nature of the connections between cooperation and con-
sumers. Peter Gurney’s research has shown how shopping at the local
cooperative store – and in particular collecting the quarterly ‘‘divi’’ – was
central to the constitution of an alternative cooperative culture in the
working-class neighbourhoods of northern England.119 In Ghent, the
famous Vooruit cooperative made conscious efforts to create a ‘‘social
democratic world of consumption’’, in Peter Scholliers’s words, through
its provision of groceries and many other services, though it was also
sometimes criticized for the commercialism of its activities.120 According
to Carl Strikwerda, this vision of an alternative cooperative economy

Figure 2. Interior of a cooperative store run by the Pielinen Cooperative Society in eastern
Finland, 1910. Throughout the Nordic countries the village cooperative store was an important
feature of rural life.
Finnish Labour Archives, Helsinki. Used with permission.

119. Gurney, Co-operative Culture, pp. 60–64.
120. Peter Scholliers, ‘‘The Social Democratic World of Consumption: The Path-Breaking Case
of the Ghent Cooperative Vooruit Prior to 1914’’, International Labor and Working-Class
History, 55 (1999), pp. 71–91; see also Defoort, ‘‘The Strongest Socialist Party’’.
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lasted until well into the interwar period, until the collapse of the Labour
Bank in 1934.121

Cooperation certainly seems to have had a strong visible presence in the
Nordic countries, perhaps because of its largely rural character. Visitors to
Finland in particular were impressed with the cooperative stores they
encountered in prominent positions in the villages and small towns, as well
as with the imposing buildings of the Elanto cooperative in Helsinki, and of
the headquarters and factories of both wholesales.122 The American traveller
Agnes Rothery wrote in 1936, ‘‘There never was such a country of coop-
erators! [y] The entire social fabric is permeated with cooperative socie-
ties.’’123 In Norway, developments in the provision of new services such as
banking and insurance meant that by the end of the 1930s members could
live most of their lives in the embrace of the local cooperative, especially in
the rural areas.124 In one of the few detailed local studies of cooperation in
the Nordic region, Katarina Friberg has shown how shopping at the local
store and receiving the dividend was also the main experience of coop-
eration for members of the large urban Solidar cooperative in Malmö,
though her comparison with Newcastle-upon-Tyne also shows that there
was less scope for members to participate directly in the management of the
society in Sweden than there was in Britain.125

It is even harder to judge the impact of international debates on
cooperative members, although it should by no means be assumed that
international consciousness was absent at the local level. Although
ordinary consumers may not have thought about the cooperative orga-
nization of international trade that had delivered their goods every time
they ‘‘opened the larder door’’, as Gurney puts it, Frank Trentmann’s
research on the ‘‘buying for Empire’’ campaigns of the 1920s and 1930s
shows that consumer consciousness could indeed be internationalist.
Over a million British housewives joined the Women’s Unionist Orga-
nization and became part of campaigns trying to connect metropolitan
consumers with imperial producers.126 In some countries, especially
Britain, the Women’s Cooperative Guild also developed an inter-
nationalist and pacifist consciousness during the interwar period, but this

121. Carl Strikwerda, ‘‘‘Alternative Visions’ and Working-Class Culture: The Political Economy
of Consumer Cooperation in Belgium 1860–1980’’, in Furlough and Strikwerda, Consumer
Cooperation in Europe, p. 80.
122. J. Hampden Jackson, Finland (London, 1938; rev. 2nd edn, 1940), pp. 138–139; Thorsten
Odhe, Finland: A Nation of Co-operators, John Downie (transl.) (London, 1931).
123. Agnes Rothery, Finland: The Country and Its People (London, 1936), p. 117.
124. Lange, Organisert kjøpekraft, pp. 192–194.
125. Friberg, The Workings of Co-operation, pp. 175, 253–255.
126. Frank Trentmann, ‘‘Before Fair Trade: Empire, Free Trade and the Moral Economies of
Food in the Modern World’’, in Nützenadel and Trentmann, Food and Globalization,
pp. 253–276, 257–259.
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does not seem to have been influential in the Nordic region.127 The
women’s guilds that were organized in KF, for example, partly inspired
by British examples, rapidly became coopted into campaigns to promote
the benefits of cooperation among non-members, and in this way coop-
eration tended to reinforce prevailing assumptions about gender roles.128

Nonetheless, there were opportunities for the mostly male managers of
local cooperative societies to participate in international activities. The
ICA’s triennial congresses presented opportunities for international travel
and exchange, and the central federations often made the most of the long
overland journeys by arranging for their delegations to make practical
study tours of cooperative factories and facilities in other countries on
their way to or from the congress.129 The ‘‘cooperative spirit’’ was also
fostered in other ways, such as the International Cooperative Days orga-
nized from the early 1920s, summer schools and camps, and production of
films and literature. The Nordic Cooperative Festival in Stockholm in 1933
attracted over 47,000 people to an event which included singing and drama,
a motor cavalcade through the city, and what was reported to be the largest
firework display ever seen in the region.130 The vast majority of those
attending were Swedes, but there were speeches from representatives of all
four nations, and the coverage in the cooperative press laid stress on the
Nordic character of the meeting.

Delegates were also able to visit the newest and brightest jewel in the
crown of Swedish and Nordic cooperation: the Luma light bulb factory.
Luma was established as a deliberate attempt to break a Geneva-based
international cartel in light bulb manufacture. It was organized as a
consumer cooperative with the Nordic wholesale societies as its members,
which meant that the factory, opened in 1931, was proudly described as
‘‘the first international factory in the Consumers’ Cooperative Move-
ment’’.131 By July 1932 it was reported to be producing 15,000 bulbs daily,
and to have forced the cartel to drop its prices by nearly 50 per cent.132

Such was its success that it was even extended beyond the Nordic

127. Andrew Flinn, ‘‘‘Mothers for Peace’, Co-operation, Feminism and Peace: The Women’s
Co-operative Guild and the Antiwar Movement between the Wars’’, in Black and Robertson,
Consumerism and the Cooperative Movement, pp. 138–154; Black, ‘‘The Mothers’ International’’.
128. Friberg, The Workings of Co-operation, pp. 298–302; see also Aléx, Den rationella
konsumenten, pp. 212–232.
129. ‘‘Den kooperative kongress i London’’, Kooperatøren, 19 (October 1934?), p. 218,
Arbeiderbevegelsens arkiv og bibliotek, Oslo.
130. ‘‘Nordens dag’’, Kooperatøren, 19 (October 1933), pp. 231ff; ‘‘Nordisk Kooperativ
Stämma 16–17 september i Stockholm’’, Konsumentbladet, 18 (1933), pp. 4–5, KF.
131. Anders Hedberg, ‘‘Luma: An International Venture’’, Review of International Coopera-
tion, August 1932, pp. 309–311.
132. H.J. May, ‘‘Luma: The First International Cooperative Factory’’, Review of International
Cooperation, January 1933, pp. 8–9.
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countries, when in 1939 KF opened a new factory in Glasgow, in part-
nership with the Scottish CWS.133 ‘‘Luma light bulbs are now shining in
every Nordic home’’, declared the Norwegian journal Kooperatøren in its
editorial.134 This is doubtless an overstatement, but it is a powerful one
nonetheless. Light bulbs offered a tangible, practical example of coopera-
tive success in challenging international capitalism, visible to consumers
through the drop in price. At the same time, they were a potent symbol of
cooperation’s status as a modern movement, and its ability to bring the
benefits of new technology to all.

C O N C L U S I O N

A recent book by Norbert Götz and Heidi Haggrén has shown the
importance of Nordic participation in international organizations for
Nordic region-building.135 As founder members of the League of Nations
(Finland joined in 1920), the Scandinavian states demonstrated a similarity
of outlook and a willingness to engage in common initiatives. This, Götz
suggests, was driven mostly by pragmatic concerns and shared beliefs in
the common interests of small states, but also grew out of the regional
efforts to promote Nordic cooperation in international relations.136

Moreover, this internal sense of regional solidarity was also reflected in
external perceptions of the Nordic countries as constituting a regional
bloc: an ‘‘[e]ntente of the northern states’’.137 Kazimierz Musia"’s study of
the emergence of the ‘‘Scandinavian model’’ in the 1920s and 1930s notes
how this model was formed at the intersection of what he calls ‘‘auto-’’
and ‘‘xeno-’’ stereotypes. In other words, the Scandinavian model was
partly an external construction, lauded by foreign journalists and politi-
cians, but it was also promoted internally by the Nordic governments
themselves.138 The same could also be said of the Nordic cooperative
group and its reputation within the ICA: it was partly formed from
within, but also developed in line with the expectations of other members.
The Danish co-operators, in particular, seemed to be well aware of the

133. ‘‘The Luma Factory in Scotland’’, Review of International Cooperation, September 1939,
pp. 441–443.
134. ‘‘Nordens dag’’, Kooperatøren, 19 (October 1933), p. 231.
135. Götz, ‘‘‘Blue-Eyed Angels’ at the League of Nations’’, pp. 25–46; also Norbert Götz and
Heidi Haggrén, ‘‘Introduction: Transnational Nordic Alignment in Stormy Waters’’, pp. 1–22
and Pauli Kettunen, ‘‘The Nordic Model and the International Labour Organization’’,
pp. 67–87, both in Götz and Haggrén, Regional Cooperation and International Organizations;
also Norbert Götz, ‘‘On the Origins of ‘Parliamentary Diplomacy’’’.
136. Götz, ‘‘‘Blue-Eyed Angels’ at the League of Nations’’, p. 33; idem, ‘‘On the Origins of
‘Parliamentary Diplomacy’’’, pp. 268, 271.
137. Ibid., pp. 270–271.
138. Musia", Roots of the Scandinavian Model.
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reputation that they enjoyed abroad, and, as we have seen, Denmark was
held up as a model example for how to overcome the antagonism between
cooperative producers and consumers.

The presentation of both Denmark and Finland as model examples of
socially inclusive cooperation belied the very deep divisions existing
between the different branches of the movement in the domestic sphere.
The Danish historian Claus Bjørn has described the difference between
the rural andelsbevægelsen and urban kooperation in cultural terms:
between the rural folk high school tradition and the labour movement,
between the localism of the farmers and the centralization of the social
democrats.139 In Finland the difference between ‘‘neutral’’ and ‘‘pro-
gressive’’ mirrored to some extent the deep cultural and social cleavages
that sparked the 1918 civil war, though it was far too complex to be
reduced to a simple divide between farmers and workers, or even con-
sumers and producers.140 What was important, was that the International
Cooperative Alliance seemed to provide a forum where these differences
could be partially, even if not entirely, overcome.

The sources considered for this article are regrettably limited in what
they can tell us about the informal contacts that were undoubtedly such an
important part of these international gatherings: how and where delegates
socialized, the languages they used to do this, the practical arrangements
that were made to share travel and accommodation for delegates travelling
long distances. But equally they do not contain any suggestion of ani-
mosity between organizations that, in the domestic context at least, were
sometimes quite antagonistic to each other. On the contrary, the pro-
grammatic statements that emanated from leading cooperative writers in
the Nordic region display a fairly remarkable degree of unity: on the
rationality of cooperation as a system, on the need to concentrate on
the practical matters of trade and management, and above all on the
insistence on cooperation as a movement for all, regardless of political
affiliation or social class.

Examination of the debates within the International Cooperative Alliance
may help, as suggested in the introduction, to open up a broader and more
integrated approach to the history of consumption, which acknowledges
both the transnational and globalized politics of consumption in the
interwar period, and the mutual interdependence of consumption and
production. Cooperators were certainly well aware of these links, but their
aspirations to reorganize international trade on cooperative lines proved
much harder to realise in practice. The Danish movement might be held up
as an example of the successful integration of consumer and producer

139. Bjørn, Forntid med framtid, p. 44.
140. See Aaltonen, Finlands konsumenter.
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interests, but there was also some resistance to the proposal to admit the
Canadian Wheat Pools to membership of the Alliance in 1930, including
from the Swedish representatives.141 In the context of currency fluctuations
and restrictive trade policies national interests were difficult to overcome,
and acted as a brake on attempts to co-ordinate the import of so-called
‘‘colonial’’ goods between national wholesale societies.

Against the rather limited achievements of the ICWS, the Scandinavian
Cooperative Wholesale Society (NAF) therefore stands out among
attempts to promote international cooperative trade during the interwar
period. With some justification, the directors of NAF could point to
some success in their aspiration to ‘‘carry the cooperative line beyond
the oceans’’, and to secure imports of basic goods such as coffee and
dried fruit to Nordic cooperative consumers. Although the initial
aspirations for NAF ownership of plantations and production facilities
abroad were not realized, the directors of the Nordic wholesale organi-
zations saw in domestic cooperative production the means to resist the
rise of international monopoly capitalism, and a notable success was the
establishment of the Luma lamp factory in the early 1930s.

To return to the question raised in the introduction: was cooperation
merely a scheme for practical shopkeeping, or did it also offer an
aspiration for a new world, the so-called ‘‘cooperative commonwealth’’?
The Nordic cooperators were certainly, as we have seen, quick to
emphasize their distaste for utopian schemes, and to concentrate instead
on the practical and the everyday, arguing that the ICA should devote
more time to the collection of statistics and exchange of technical infor-
mation. For thousands of consumers the main experience of cooperation
was undoubtedly shopping in the local cooperative store, and the leaders
of Swedish KF in particular sought to justify their actions in terms of the
practical benefits to consumers: the provision of essential goods at low
prices. Moreover, in its very modernity the cooperative store could also
offer its customers a promise of the future. The Finnish cooperative
bakeries were ‘‘leading the way in the use of modern machinery’’, wrote
the Swede, Thorsten Odhe, while the Helsinki Elanto society’s ‘‘present
spacious and handsome shops [y] contrast violently with the mean,
dilapidated premises of the remaining private traders’’.142

It was also just in this practicality, it was argued, that cooperation
contained the seeds of a new society. In the end, what held the ICA

141. Albin Johansson objected to the proposal on the grounds that ‘‘We have in Sweden no
interest whatever in popularising the pools; the wheat pools in Sweden are a most unpopular
organisation. In my view [y] we should be bringing together people with opposing interests to
our own, their interest being to augment the price of wheat as much as possible’’; report on
proceedings of ICA Executive meeting, 1 October 1929; TA: KOL 334.5, box 0.5.
142. Odhe, Finland: A Nation of Co-operators, pp. 68, 84.
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together and allowed it to survive the crises and divisions of the period
was perhaps the very vagueness of the Rochdale legacy, condensed to
a set of seven principles, which offered a straightforward programme
for the management of a cooperative society but said very little about
wider ideological aspirations. It is perhaps the paradox of cooperation
that it united at once aspirations that were both vague to the point of
meaninglessness – the generation of the ‘‘cooperative spirit’’, promoting
the reconciliation of opposing interests and faith in one’s common
human – and at the same time ultimately practical.
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