
New Lanark, Garden Cities 

and the Co-operative 

Commonwealth 

Robert Owen, born 1771 in Newtown, Wales 

and dying there in 1858, pioneered three 

paths through modern industrial society which 

can, people willing, coalesce into a Co-

operative Commonwealth. 

The first of these was to prove by example 

that an industrial village, New Lanark, 

Scotland, owned jointly with his father-in-law 

and some shareholders, with a technically 

advancing cotton mill, can produce enough 

money to build houses for its work force, 

educate children-and adults, provide a health 

service and pensions for retired people, 

shops selling unadulterated food, wages 

during a business slump and still pay 

handsome profits to its shareholders. 

Secondly, he showed that working people 

have to organise into a national force, as 

witnessed by his formation of the Grand 

National Moral Union of the Productive 

Classes, but go further than New Lanark, and 

take the productive capacity of the country 

into their own hands. 

And thirdly, that Co-operation between 

people could lead to a New Moral World. 

Very few manufacturers followed the example 

of New Lanark. Those in the UK - Saltair, 

near Bradford in Yorkshire by Titus Salt; Port 

Sunlight, near Liverpool, by Lord 

Leverhulme;  New Earswick, near York, and 

Bourneville, near Birmingham, by the 

Rowntree and Cadbury families - kept alive 

the idea and its mutual benefit both for worker 

and capitalist, and these led in 1903 to the 

creation of Letchworth Garden City. 

The latter, based upon Garden Cities of 

Tomorrow by Ebenezer Howard and 

advocating a union between town and 

country, was initiated by a like-minded group 

of co-operators. They borrowed money to 

purchase an estate of 4,500 acres from 

Leverhulme, Cadbury, Rowntree etc, vested 

ownership of the land in common for its 

inhabitants, and using revenue from ground 

and buildings rent to pay-off the original 

borrowings, proceeded to build an urban and 

agricultural settlement which captured the 

attention of progressive people throughout 

the world. 

Today its present population of 34,000, as 

against 300 at its foundation in 1903, enjoy 

the benefit of income from its estate for the 

betterment of its infrastructure, in addition to 

traditional government and local authority 

funding. 

Letchworth led directly to the 1945 Labour 

Government's decision to build 32 New 

Towns on Garden City principles. These fell 

foul to the Thatcherite counter-revolution 

when sold to speculators from 1979 onwards. 

This latter initiated a decline in the value of 

publically owned property, with democratic 

control of management, leading to the world-

wide phenomena of present day neo-

liberalism, in which money speculation and 

ownership are the yardstick against which all 

activities are measured against. 

However, Owen's third path has also become 

a world-wide phenomenon, with 800 million 

people embracing one form or another of co-

operative practice; retail, manufacturing, 

credit unions, banks, agricultural co-

operatives etc., and grows larger by the day. 

It is the contention of this paper that Robert 

Owen’s industrial village of New Lanark, and  

its 20th century continuation by Ebenezer 

Howard of Letchworth Garden City, can 

provide a future model of human settlement, 

described by Sir Peter Hall, when he wrote of 

Howard: “…his garden cities were vehicles 

for a progressive reconstruction of capitalistic 

society into an infinity of Co-operative 

Commonwealths.” 
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