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This article explores the political manoeuvring of the
Norwegian union of consumer co-operatives NKL in the
period prior to the second world war, with particular
attention devoted to the 1930s. One of the most pressing
issues the NKL was faced with in this period was how far
the co-operative movement would be able to stay out of
party politics and, moreover, of the expanding realm of state
regulations. The co-operative principle of political neutrality
was challenged at the inception of the 1930s when the
Labour movement attempted to integrate the NKL as a 'third
pillar' of socialism. Later in the decade, political planners of
both Liberal and Socialist origins opened up for- increased
state supervision of the consumer co-operatives as part of a
proposed anti-trust legislation. The ensuing debate
regarding the position of the consumer co-operatives in
relation to the political sphere brought the NKL to the core
of the broader debates of the era surrounding the fate of
liberal democracy.

The co-operative movement in Norway has been largely
neglected by historians and social scientists alike." This is
somewhat surprising when considering the sheer size of the
organisation. As early as in 1870, close to seventy thousand
Norwegians were members of local consumer co-operatives,
a number that had increased to three hundred thousand by
the end of the second world war and which is approaching
nine hundred thousand today. Considering the small size of
the Norwegian population, numbering no more than five
million at present, the scale of the co-operative membership
is impressive. Already in 1946, when household rather than
individual membership was the norm, it has been estimated
that one in every four Norwegian had ties to the co-operative
movement, a ratio which has remained largely unchanged
since.?
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The way in which the Norwegian consumer co-operatives
has managed to steer between the stronger, political currents
of socialism and liberalism is one aspect which may help
explain the broad popular appeal of the movement. However,
as this article will explore, the co-operative position in relation
to the political parties and, indeed, in relation to the political
sphere as such, remained ambivalent throughout the inter-
war period. Particular attention will be devoted to the uneasy
relationship between the consumer co-operatives and the
radicalised Labour movement at the inception of the 1930s,
when the co-operative principle of political neutrality was put
under much pressure from the left in Norway. In order to
understand the inter-war debates surrounding the issue of
political neutrality it would, however, be useful to begin with a
look at some aspects of the early history of the co-operative
movement in Norway.

Liberal beginnings: 1860-1920

The first viable consumer co-operatives in Norway were
established in the 1860s, and they soon prospered as part of
a wider, liberal rising. There were two segments of the broad,
liberal alliance which displayed a particular zeal in promoting
consumer co-operatives. In the Norwegian capital of
Kristiania, a number of prominent middle-class philanthropists
and Christian socialists familiar with the British co-operative
movement sought to spread the new ideas among the
workers. In the countryside, farmers campaigning for free
trade welcomed consumer co-operatives as a lever needed to
remove all traces of the old system of trade privileges for the
few.> When the first wave of co-operative organisation
reached its zenith in the mid-1870s, the number of local
associations was approaching three hundred, most of which
were to be found in rural areas. However, many of these early
associations proved rather short-lived, and it was only with a
campaign launched from Kristiania in the 1890s that the first
successful steps towards establishing a national co-operative
union were taken.

It is worth dwelling for a moment with Ole Dehli, the
leading figure behind the renewed co-operative effort of the
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1890s. Dehli was a Liberal lawyer who resembled the middle-
class reformers who had tried to spread the co-operative
gospel before him, in the sense that he explicitly based his
co-operative ideas on the British model, which he first tried to
introduce to the audience of the so-called Kristiania workers'
association.* In the early 1890s, this was a non-revolutionary,
educational working men's society chaired by Dehli. However,
the influence from the newly established Labour Party was
gaining in strength and, in 1893, Dehli left the workers'
association after the members had voted in favour of aligning
it to the socialist party. Dehli then moved on to establish a
rival, non-socialist workers' club, the Vaernelaget, and it was
from this platform that he launched his campaign for
establishing a national union of consumer co-operatives. This
eventually resulted in the establishment of the Norwegian co-
operative union and wholesale society Norges Kooperative
Landsforening (NKL) in 1906, which remained under Dehli's
leadership until 1919.° _

In Norway as in many other places in Europe, the nascent
Labour movement nourished a scepticism towards the
consumer co-operatives. In addition to the sense of
institutional rivalry stemming from the conflict over the
workers' associations in Kristiania, the Labour movement also
held objections of a more ideological character against the
consumer co-operatives. In this respect, the Norwegian
Labour movement drew upon the heritage of leftist criticism of
the consumer co-operatives associated with Karl Marx and
some of his German contemporaries of more social
democratic leanings, including Karl Kautsky and Ferdinand
Lassalle.® For instance the chairman of the Norwegian Labour
Party of the 1890s, Carl Jeppesen, was clearly inspired by the
latter when he denounced the consumer co-operatives as a
dead-end road on the grounds that whatever savings the
workers would be able to make on their expenses would only
lead to a corresponding cut in their wages.’

The criticism of the consumer co-operatives from the left
often went beyond the economic argument considering the
impact price savings might have on wages advanced by
Lassalle. By labelling the embryonic co-operative ideals of
Robert Owen as 'utopian’ in the sense that they were aimed
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