Women’s Participation in Co-operatives:
Evidence from the British Canadian
Co-operative Society

Rusty Neal

We had the ladies’ auxiliary. They were a bunch of ladies
and they used to meet every week. They called
themselves the Co-operative Auxiliary ... They used to
meet in the little hall, the S.O.B.I. [Sons of the British
Isles] hall for their meetings ... They put on a beautiful
operetta with beautiful costumes with all these hooped
skirts, those shawls they used to wear in the olden days.
The ladies did all the work and then they put it on in the
theatre in Sydney Mines ... The ladies would have to buy
all kinds of materials and threads, and fancy things,
patterns so the money went for that ... One lady I
remember was a Mrs Winstamer, little short stout lady,
she was English, and there was Mrs Scott, and there was
Mrs Curuthers, and Mrs Steveson, Mrs Cullen, and Mrs
Archer and a Miss Lee and a Briers, Mrs Jackson, quite
a few. All old country people.

In early twentieth century Britain, the Women’s Co-operative
Guild enjoyed considerable success in organising working class
women. It also supported women’s autonomous political and
economic struggles from both inside and outside larger
co-operative structures. The Guild employed an ideal of women'’s
self-management in co-operatives, while it maintained an
enduring social space for working-class women from which
women shaped their own larger social worlds. In 1919, the British
Canadian Co-operative Society followed the British example and
launched its own Women'’s Co-operative Guild, albeit under the
direction of men.

In this article the arguments for women’s participation in
the British Canadian are situated, first, by describing the
commercial setting of the co-operative and then the significance
of the British Canadian Co-operative. The approach to
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encouraging women'’s participation in co-operatives is .then
investigated with reference to the dialogue between George Keen,
Secretary of the Co-operative Union of Canada, and Margaret
Llewelyn Davies, General Secretary of the British Women’s
Co-operative Guild. Finally, the fading local remembrances of
the Women’s Co-operative Guild are contrasted with the
documented evidence of Guild activities suggesting that the
working-class women, though organised without the benefit of
the feminist ideal of self-management, became politically and
economically active when and where they could.

The commercial setting at the turn of the century

In industrial Cape Breton in the late 1800s, small company stores
were an integral part of the tiny mining operations that littered
the rural landscape? These independent general stores were
replaced by larger stores operated, first by the General Mining
Association,’ and later by the Dominion Coal and Steel Company,
which was granted the exclusive lease for all mineral rights in
Cape Breton in 1900.* As a result of the exclusive corporate control
over the island’s mineral resources, company stores became the
symbol of company domination over the local people in Cape
Breton.® For mining families in Cape Breton, the conditions of
indebtedness inherent in the earlier system of merchant trucking
- @ system of trading and paying wages with limited exchange
of currency® - was reinforced by the creation of “credit only”
mine-owned company stores. The co-operative challenge to
corporate control over the economics of family life was not
immediate. Between 1860 and 1900; local inhabitants in the
mining districts of Cape Breton, on at least ten different occasions,
had tried to form an enduring co-operative store. Most of these
unincorporated co-operatives, however, failed due to a lack of
circulation currency for store use, the withdrawal by members
of almost all surplus capital from store reserve funds, poor
management of funds, lack of discretion in store credit allowances
for members, and the dispersal of families accompanying the
closure of small mines.” Except for the Sydney Mines Industrial
Co-operative Society, which opened in 1863 and closed again in
1905 due to a fire, none of the ten stores created during those
early years lasted beyond 1900.8 '
- With the passing of the Coal Mines Regulation Act in 1900°
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miners (who in Canada at that time, by law, could only be men)
gained the opportunity to decide whether they and their families
should shop at a company-owned credit-based store or a
community-owned, cash-based co-operative store. With the
passing of the Act, miners acquired, for the first time, the right,
to be paid in cash. In 1906, under the rules of the province’s joint
stock legislation,”® seven men became charter members of the
British Canadian Co-operative.” Both women and men, who were
amongst the influx of the newly arriving British immigrants,
were original members and suppliers of the co-operative.” In
quick succession, branch stores opened in Florence (1908),
Cranberry (1917), and North Sydney (1918). In 1916 a bakery
was established. All the stores served both male and female
members and employed both women and men.

Although there were no prohibitions against membership by
local people who were not of recent British origin, and the open
membership policy was always made public, the membership
retained its immediate British character. This Britishness seemed
to allow the co-operative to better understand and therefore resist
the destabilising impact of colonial relations on local people,
even as the co-operative relied on these relations to build the
co-operative’s strength. In the 1920s, the BC Co-op, as it was
locally known, continued to grow when it annexed the large
Glace Bay Co-operative Society which served the multi-cultural,
multi-ethnic south side of the mining region. Here, as in other
parts of the industrial area, immigrants from Great Britain,
Eastern Europe, Central Europe, and the Caribbean lived side
by side with local people of French Acadian, highland Scottish,
Irish, English, African diasporic and First Nation’s Aboriginal
descent. As a result, the British Canadian once again expanded
its membership, both male and female, this time becoming more
heterogeneous in character though still dependent on its inherited
British structures and philosophy. At this point the British
Canadian was one of the most successful consumer co-operatives
in all of North America, in terms of sales, services and products
produced. The Women’s Guild, though an important building
block in co-operatives in Britain, was not an immediate priority
in building the new co-operative in Canada though it was
discussed for several years before it was organised. In 1919 the
Women'’s Co-operative Guild was formally launched as an
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auxiliary organisation.
The significance of the British Canadian Co-operative

As a working-class organisation located in a turn of the century
industrial mining environment, the British Canadian Society kept
to its course of providing goods and services to its working class
members.” It remained overtly critical of the practice of private
business and drilled an independent retail passage through the
bedrock of corporate capitalism and union communism on which
it was built. It became the largest retailer in industrialising Cape
Breton. In its local setting, it rivalled Canada’s largest national
retail organisation, Eaton’s, which at that time was expanding
across the country.™ At its zenith in the 1930s and 1940s the
Society operated two huge department stores, six smaller branch
stores, a milk processing plant, several garages, and an extensive
transportation service. It employed over 160 men and women
serving over 3,000 member families, and supplied advice to other
groups without expansionary intent or charging fees for its
assistance.’

Remaining distant from partisan politics, corporations, and -
even unions, the British Canadian preferred business alliances
with other co-operatives and with producers sympathetic to
co-operatives. It also maintained its co-operative and union links
to Great Britain through trade. Its largest wholesale supplier
was, first, the Co-operative Wholesale Society of England, and
later, the Scottish Co-operative Wholesale Society. The British
Canadian became one of Canada’s largest co-operative suppliers
of British goods, with these goods becoming the trademarks of
the stores. Tea purchased directly from the British colony of
Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) and a wide range of British foodstuffs,
clothing, shoes and boots, dry goods, linoleum, and
pharmaceuticals were sold in addition to livestock, foodstuffs, -
and dry goods produced locally in Eastern Canada.

The British Canadian Co-operative took a moral position on
co-operation and advocated social, moral, and economic reform
outside the realm of partisan politics. The nature of this working-
class call “to do good” was expressed in the co-operative’s
management practices and phrased in the language of men: “til
the great Co-operative Commonwealth shall be ushered in, when
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all men shall find in seeking each other’s good a common
brotherhood.”* It became the example of Canadian working-
class success and resistance to the every-day influence and
domination of a foreign owned mining company.” Symbolically,
its stores represented a sustained challenge to the imposition of
a class- and company-controlled economic system for seventy-
four years. Sadly, in 1980, after declaring bankruptcy, the British
Canadian Co-operative succumbed to its own internal
membership and management difficulties and divisions. It
became a casualty of changing relationships in the grocery and
hardware trade and of Cape Breton’s overall economic and
political decline.

The arguments for women’s participation in co-operatives

George Keen, Secretary of the Ontario-based Co-operative Union
of Canada®™ from 1909 to 1945, maintained a reciprocal
relationship with members of the British Canadian Co-operative,
located in Cape Breton, Nova Scotia. Keen gained much of his
personal, professional and financial support from the industrial
working-class co-operative and took an interest in influencing
its direction. Financial contributions made by the British Canadian
to the Co-operative Union of Canada often exceeded their
required membership contributions (which were the largest in
the country).” W.C. Stewart, Manager of the British Canadian,
regularly corresponded with Keen from 1910 until 1931.2 As the
national advocate for co-operatives, Keen argued that women'’s
participation was an important means of strengthening the
co-operative movement. He suggested to Margaret Llewelyn
Davies, the influential General Secretary of the British Women'’s
Co-operative Guild, that “as to women taking a comprehensive
interest in our movement, it only reflects the difficulty we have
experienced.” It was women'’s lack of initiative and an attitude
of parochialism, according to Keen, that limited women’s
participation in co-operative activities and handicapped
individual societies and the movement as a whole.”* What Keen
failed to communicate to Davies was that it was more than just
women’s inability and lack of initiative that restricted their
interest in co-operatives, rather, it was a complex of factors inside
and outside co-operatives like the British Canadian, which limited
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their ability in organising women’s organisations. For instance,
in Cape Breton the absence of women in the mining industry,
and their consequent ability to organise, created very different
conditions for women compared to Britain.22 It was also easier
for women to make inroads into economic organisations when
women had some claim to doing related paid work as they did
in other industries in Cape Breton®® Nova Scotia, Canada and
the United States.?

While Keen did not appear to appreciate the differential
experiences in employment patterns between men and women
in mining and other industrial communities in Canada or the
role this had to play in women’s ability to organise and
participate in male-dominated organisations, Keen still regularly
promoted the need to involve women in co-operatives. He
specifically recognised the female membership in the British
Canadian and praised its adherence to the principles of
co-operation, which included the ideal of democratic equality
for both women and men. In Keen’s correspondence and lectures,
he regularly held up the British Canadian Co-operative as a
model to be emulated by the rest of the country. In 1915 he
reminded them of their obligation to promote co-operation.

Your society owing to the class consciousness of its members,
owing to them being engaged in one staple trade, is able to
pay the largest dividend of any society in Canada. Surely it
is in a better position to do its share toward bringing about
the co-operative commonwealth than any of the societies
west of you.”

Even earlier, in 1910, Keen had urged the men of the British
Canadian Co-operative “to get the women to work - they have
more time for opportunities than men and also by nature they
are more sentimental which is a valuable asset in Co-operative
populism.”?

Whether or not life in the surrounding mining town created
conditions of time, opportunity and sentimentalism toward
co-operatives for women mattered less for Keen than the
promotion of co-operatives. The growth of the co-operative
movement was Keen’s paramount concern and the model the
women and men-of the British Canadian could provide for other
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co-operators was meant to enhance that priority.
Changes in defining women as consumers

The definition of woman as ‘consumer’?” was emphasised
regularly in The Canadian Co-operator which Keen edited and
copies of which the British Canadian members regularly received.
The definition of women as consumers - was central to Keen’s
agenda of maintaining co-operative ‘loyalty’ and ‘thrift,” which
would support growth in existing co-operatives and help create
new ones. From the point of view of male directors of the
co-operative, it was a definition which could be used to support
the first goal of the British Canadian Co-operative: “to lessen the
inequalities that exist and to diffuse more evenly and more
humanely the luxuries and wealth of the world.”?

How women’s work as consumers was defined and organised
required a decision that women were first and foremost
consumers rather than producers, recipients rather than providers
of service as employees. In the pages of The Canadian Co-operator
Keen printed many accounts of the accomplishments of the
British Women’s Co-operative Guild, as an organisation of female
consumers.”? He also regularly offered his own views and
outlined the importance of women in strengthening individual
co-operatives as well as the movement as a whole, of their
definition as consumers, and the method he preferred for
organising women. Keen declared that women, in their role as
loyal co-operative consumers, had a practical understanding of
the essential co-operative values of thrift and loyalty. They could
best serve the movement by assisting in co-operative education
and propaganda, by encouraging children to become future
co-operators, and by making use of the services of co-operatives.
These activities, he argued, would almost always increase the
distributive business of the co-operative store, and could best be
organised through an organisation that federated Women'’s
Co-operative Guilds under the umbrella of the Canadian Union
of Co-operatives.

In Margaret Llewelyn Davies’ correspondence to George
Keen, she argued for a much broader role for women than Keen
would have dared. Defining women as active working-class
consumers, she suggested that they should undertake educational
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and political work in co-operatives as well as in Co-operative
Women’s Guilds. Beyond propagandising for the movement and
creating effective businesses from which women could reap
benefits as consumers, women, Davies argued, would benefit
from co-operative organisation in other ways. In a self-managed
organisation, she argued, women would also begin working “in
the spirit of true co-operation ... in all questions of local and
national importance.” Thus, the direct activities of co-operatives
- “the collective use of profits, high and low dividends, hours
and wages of employees, co-operative productions, cash trading”
- were, in Davies’ estimation, as important to women'’s definition
as consumers as were “child labour and education, the work of
women in local government, wages, unemployment, woman
suffrage, etc.”* :

While Keen had a narrow vision of what women’s
participation might mean for co-operatives, he did not publicly
disagree with Davies. He simply did not actively support her
stance toward women’s participation or report on the different
task-allocation, job segregation, or differential treatment of male
and female employees in the employ of the British Canadian.
The marriage bar for women as employees in co-operatives was
never discussed.”’ Keen worked hard, though with only limited
success, to organise women as consumers into Women’s Guilds
in as many co-operatives as he could, in the organisational form
he recommended, using the definition of their work as consumers
as he understood it. He stayed current with many of the changes
affecting women in co-operatives and was supportive of women’s
efforts under his direction. Keen’s definition of women as
consumers, which he promoted across the country, was not static,
although at its base the idea remained the same: consumption
by women was part of their familial responsibilities. What did
change was his rationale for women’s participation. At first, he
tried to cultivate women’s “comprehensive interest in the
movement” in order to counter attitudinal barriers to co-operative
growth. Later he expanded his argument to encourage what he
saw as women’s natural roles in promoting thrift and loyalty in
co-operative development.

Between 1915 and 1930 Keen noted that the shift in
co-operative employment included more women. Participation
of women in co-operatives was on the rise. By 1933, he realized
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that the potential usefulness of women to co-operatives as
employees and consumers was so important that

the success of consumer societies depended a great deal
more upon the interest and support of women than of
men ... the men generally have the power to pledge the
family resources to subscribing for shares in co-operative
societies but the women decided where the family
purchases should be made. In consequence, initial
estimates of business based upon membership of men in
co-operative societies had frequently proved erroneous;
so much so that in some cases the initial volume had
fallen so short of expectations that the gross revenue it
produced was not sufficient to pay expenses, and the
venture did not get off to a fair start.?

Women, originally defined as consumers who needed to become
more involved in co-operatives, had become the backbone of
consumer co-operatives.

Organising women for participation

Women were important members whose participation as
consumers was deemed essential. How best to organise their
participation, however, was a regular topic of discussion in the
ongoing dialogue between Keen and Davies, as was the actual
form of organisation that developed. Keen'’s early proposal was
to operate Women’s Guilds as auxiliaries of local co-operatives
and to federate different branches of the Canadian Co-operative
Women’s Guild under the auspices of the Co-operative Union of
Canada. In Davies’ comments to Keen she contrasted his
suggested form of organisation with the British Guild system of
autonomous organisation. For Davies the relationship of women
to consumer co-operatives was explicitly political, and she noted
the importance of women'’s self-management in any co-operative
endeavour; unity of work amongst self-managed Women’s
Guilds created the only way women could “obtain the experience
and self reliance which is necessary for really effective work.”®
Her point of view was not just British in origin but one that had
been expressed in Canada in the early 1900s by organised groups
of women, who saw the importance of women'’s organisation as
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a political act, and co-operatives as “societies which would be of
special interest to women.”**

Although an enthusiast for the work of women like Davies,®
Keen’s understanding of what women’s lives were like in
industrial towns, how women’s organisations within co-
operatives might be organised, and what groups of self-managed
women co-operators might accomplish, were different. Keen
understood these views. He adapted them, however, through
his male vantage point for the benefit of the men of the
organisation. Only in the Prairies were women able to contest
this male monopoly. Here in the 1920s, co-operatives were
swayed less by British Canadian influences than other parts of
the country. Women also participated overtly through their guilds
in struggles for suffrage and labour and political reform.* Keen
believed he was the person who was in the best position to
manage national definitions of women as consumers and the
creation of Women’s Guilds as national co-operative
organisations. With the frequent secretarial assistance of his
daughter, Keen managed, from afar, the work of the men and
women charged under the authority of the national co-operative
body with the work of organising women. To what extent these’
efforts actually resulted in real assistance is not known.

- Ultimately, it was Keen's approach that set the framework
in the British Canadian Co-operative Women'’s Guild. Keen was
interested in building an organisation that would first and
foremost enhance co-operative financial success rather than create
the kind of working-class feminism that the British women had
worked to secure.”” The British Canadian Co-operative, perhaps
the most British of all the consumer co-operatives in Canada,
discussed creating a Women’s Guild. When the Co-operative
finally launched a Guild in 1919, it used Keen’s model. In Sydney
Mines, the Guild was alternatively called the Ladies Guild, the
Ladies Auxiliary Guild, and the Women's Guild. Keen, however, -
regularly revised Sydney Mines’ use of “Ladies’ Guild” changing
it to the “Women’s Guild” in his pubhcatlon of reports in The
Canadian Co-operator.

The Women’s Guild

The Women'’s Guild of the British Canadian Co-operative Society
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lasted 32 years. The 1920s and 1930s were its most active years
in terms of numbers and activities. During these years the Guild’s
primary activities of supporting women'’s education as consumers
were often redirected by events in the community. Especially
during the 1920s when work in the mines was increasingly
intermittent, wages were depressed, strikes proliferated, and
military intervention was overtly evident, women from the Guild
were needed on the front lines of soup kitchens and
demonstrations to ensure the survival of their families and
community as well as the survival of their store from the threats
of looting and burning,

In 1923 the British Canadian Co-operative Women’s Guild
became part of the Canadian federated Women’s Guilds group,
which remained a separate organisation affiliated with the male-
dominated sectional councils of the Co-operative Union of
Canada.® As an affiliate member of the CUGC, the British Canadian
Guild was not structured to support autonomous political
expression for women. It was accorded no official power, and in
Sydney Mines its leadership and work were often conducted
under the formal auspices of the Education Committee, whose
male members had official voting status at the Board of Directors.
Self-management was further undermined by a limited national
organisational structure that associated only those guilds
connected to the CUC with each other and not with the other
active Co-operative Women’s Guilds in the country.

Although the cultural influence of the Women’s Guild was
very significant in sustaining the British Canadian Co-operative,
the connections between women'’s self-management in the Guild,
trade unionism, and co-operation, were far less obvious than
they were among the British Women'’s Guilds. In industrial Cape
Breton, where miners’ unions and co-operatives were only
sometimes supportive of each other’s goals, the Women'’s Guild
was not integrated into the organisational structures of either
the larger co-operative or the women’s group within the larger
social milieu. The Guild was expected to contribute financially
to both the local co-operative and the larger Co-operative Union
of Canada through honorary subscription fees to the Union. This
it did, though like other Women’s Guilds in Eastern Canada, it
received few benefits from belonging. It was without external
financing from the larger organisation and without official
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institutional power in the Union. Women’s organisations in Cape
Breton, at least according to local oral historians,” tended to be
associated with churches and social and education services, rather
than within the workplace unions or co-operatives.” Thus,
co-operative struggles were not as overtly feminist as they were
in Britain, but were subsumed under social and moral reform
work. The British Canadian Co-operative sacrificed the British
model of women'’s self-management for a model which followed
the pattern of male dominance in the larger co-operative
institution.*!

The work women did in the British Canadian Co-operative
represented the kind of work that Keen was interested in, one
which met the needs of the organisation. The Guild did not
function as an autonomous voice for speaking about the lives of
working class women as it had in England. Instead, it explicitly
depended on a male-defined normative ideal of women as
consumers in male-headed households. Between 1910 and 1940
two different national drives were initiated in Canada to organise
Women’s Co-operative Guilds.*? The British Canadian
Co-operative Society created a Guild which lasted from 1919
until 1951 and which made enough of a social contribution, in
terms of community networking and social support for the
women within the Guild that there is still some local memory of
it. The argument that women could facilitate the growth of co-
operatives, whatever the internal form of organisation, retained
its strength over the years, along with the growth of a consumer
society.® The understanding that women are consumers with a
special role in society has retained currency even into the 1990s,
even though women have struggled to create larger and less
culturally limiting definitions of their place in the world.#

Remembering the Women’s Guild

The limited formal power of women within the British Canadian
does not suggest that they were entirely disregarded within the
organisation, or that they were passive members or employees.
On the contrary, there was a contradictory discourse and practice
as in the British Canadian that, while it may have varied among
individual co-operators, also had a collective expression on the
part of the board and the working men and women. In 1992 the
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men and women who were interviewed for an oral history of
the British Canadian Co-operative remembered the work of the
Women'’s Guild. They reconstructed their memories in different
ways often according to gender. The women were more likely to
remember the Guild than were the men, even though its activities
included participation of women, men and children. Women
remembered that “there weren’t any women'’s rights, they
[women] just knew what their rights were” and that “women
seemed to have as great a part as men in the store.”> As one
man put it, women'’s participation in management of the
co-operative was simply a non-issue. “There was always a group
of men that was the Board of Directors. There was never any
discussion of having women on the Board, at least none that I
could tell.”* The women confirm the view that men had
managerial control in the co-operative. They link this control to
the power dynamics of patriarchal culture in home and family.
Some women described the power of women in the home and
pointed out the interrelationship between home and co-operative
and the different power dynamics between women and men in
different households. Some of the men remembered the
arguments about women as consumers. Those people holding
the view that women are best defined by the label of consumer
remembered the Women’s Guild as an ineffective organisation.
These were the same people who were disparaging of the value
of the work of women as consumers and who fit their current
stereotypes of women’s character to the reconstruction of. this
history.#” Some of the women, by contrast, were less dismissive
of women'’s work in Guilds, constrained as it was, and suggested
that the social networking role of the Guild met some very real
needs of the women involved and of the larger community.*
While individuals remembering the Women'’s Co-operative
Guild did not remember its political activities,” at least two
recorded events, currently not available to local people, indicate
that the Women’s Guild supported overtly political projects. The
existence of these records also indicates that a local understanding
of one’s own history changes over time. In spite of organisational
limitations, women in the Guild may not have been as politically
passive or as socially focused as some contemporary co-operators
think.*® In 1922, the Guild called for the participation of
co-operators in the Sydney Mines municipal elections in order
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to contest the general political orientation of the local council.
Mrs ]J. Wolstenholme, then president of the Guild, is on record
calling for action “in municipal and parliamentary affairs, making
out in a clear manner that our Society had ran a Co-operative
store to a successful issue, and why could we not do the same
for our town and country”.® Not only did women as members
of the Women'’s Guild involve themselves in electoral politics in
the community, they “directly criticised the management
practices of the Board of Directors” in 1926 and 1927 from the
point of view of women.”? The extent and nature of these
criticisms, however, because they were few in number or because
they didn’t fit within the underlying conservative ideology and
organisation of women as consumers have been lost in the
individual and collective memory of most co-operative members
still alive today.

On at least several occasions, the male Board of Directors of
the British Canadian Co-operative expressed opinions and took
actions on behalf on improving women’s working conditions. In
attempting to “practice what we preach and show we are model
employers of labour leading in the reduction of the hours of
work,”® the Board of Directors in 1926 criticised Williard’s
Chocolate’s hiring practices in relation to girls and women, and
they took action on unfair hiring practices for women.** The
Co-operative also participated in the 1930 Canadian Fair Wage
Hearings suggesting that women do well in the employ of
co-operatives and that they ought to be paid fairly everywhere
else in the labour market. They spoke of “the advantages enjoyed
by co-operative workers compared with those of workers in
private enterprises”,” and. claimed a moral stake ih promoting
themselves as “model employers of labour”. In increasing its
numbers of female staff over time (from at least one in 1906, to
more than a third of its 135 staff by 1928) the British Canadian
promoted the right of unmarried women to paid work in the
co-operative store. It promoted welfare schemes among
employees in the form of a co-operative-approved Welfare Club;
it created the Death Benefit Fund to which employees were
entitled as members;*® and it worked toward improving
management-labour relations in the practice of a shorter work
week by promoting Wednesday afternoon store closing. Careful
store-management practices in the areas of dividends, stocking,
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departmentalisation, and more accurate accounting methods were
instituted so that the store would reap greater financial success,
which could be transmitted to all its members. In the 1940s the
British Canadian promoted a woman to department store
management.

While the actions of the co-operative were laudable in relation
to its female employees, throughout the co-operative’s history
men always outnumbered women as employees (although at
least one woman was among the first store workers),® Paid and
unpaid labour in the organisation was almost always divided
on the basis of sex, wages were also paid on the basis of sex. As
employees, men were labourers, clerks, store workers, delivery
men, and administrators. Women were store administrative and
service workers. The wage differentials in the store among
employees, which began as informal agreements between the
Board of Directors and individuals, were quickly encoded in
labour-management agreements, the first of which was printed
in 1915.% (The terms of the agreement, at least as relates to wages,
were seemingly reworked in 1922% and at least once again in the
1930s.%") There was a slow but constant increase in wages over
the years with a corresponding differential between men and
women. In some cases men and women were paid the same
wages to start, but men’s wages always increased at a greater
rate and went to a greater maximum than women’s. Both women
and men were members but only men ever became members of
the Board of Directors, the governing body, at the British
Canadian Co-operative.

What the majority of co-operators who took part in the 1992
interviews collectively remember, and what the documents
confirm, is that the Women’s Guild was more than, as some
would suggest, an ineffective social club providing women only
the opportunities to “knit and talk.” In reality, the women in the
Guild were an active success in many terms. They raised money
for the local co-operative;2 contributed financially to the
Co-operative Congress of Canada;*® held educational and social
events, including a variety of public lectures. They coordinated
theatrical, choral and entertainment events as well as massive
parades and picnics;* encouraged children’s participation in
co-operatives through a children’s stamp scheme;* and provided
rauch labour for the co-operative relief efforts and soup kitchens
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during the devastating strikes and economic famines of the 1920s.
In the 1930s they also supported the work of study clubs
promoted by the Antigonish Movement. And through their
participation in the Guild they were also active supporters and
consumers in the co-operative store supporting the “the law” of
co-operation. “If you wanted anything you bought it at the store.
It didn’t matter what it cost, you had to get it at the store.”s

Given the variety of activities the organisation sustained, it
can be argued that the Women’s Guild played a significant, if
primarily non-radical, social and cultural role in industrial Cape
Breton. The women in the Guild, along with male and female
employees and co-operative members, actively supported,
participated in and created diverse social and cultural community
events - from picnics to parades and even operettas and theatrical
events. Most of the women who did this work were the wives
of men active in directing and managing the organisation. Most
had children towards whom they directed some of their activities
as members of their community. The Women'’s Guild is often
remembered as an organisation that seemed more like an
auxiliary with genteel women at its helm, than a place where
women actively resisted gender norms. While the women of the
Guild knew what the limits of acceptability were on a daily
basis, women employees of the co-operative also knew these
same limits, but still engaged in practices the men of the
organisation did not sanction.s’

While there is still an active memory of the activities of
women as shoppers and.employees in the British Canadian
Co-operative Society, the role of the Women’s Guild has faded
beyond remembrance for most co-operators. This loss has
occurred in spite of the remembered obvious and direct
connections between the British Canadian Co-operative and the
British co-operative movement, its Women’s Guild organisations,
and members;® the social and cultural work of women organised -
as consumers and store supporters; the few recorded instances
of political agitation within the organisation; and the individual
acts of women resisting normative and management directions.
Women'’s allegiance to co-operatives in both Canada and Great
Britain was maintained by ideas about class equality as a means
of redistribution of wealth to the working class. This allegiance
in the British Canadian Co-operative was primarily encouraged
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by the social importance women were accorded for the work
they did in the Guild and the Co-operative in meeting the needs
of the larger organisation rather than through creating
autonomous women'’s organisations overtly pushing for larger
organisational change.

Dr Rusty Neal teaches community social work at the Maritime
School of Social Work, Dalhousie University, in Halifax, Nova
Scotia, Canada
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