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FOREWORD

We are delighted to contribute a foreword to this history of the Co-
operative College. It is the first full-length study of the College, based on
original sources, covering over a hundred years of growth and develop-
ment, from its establishment in 1919 through to its centenary in 2019.
As you will read, it is an ever-evolving learning establishment but the
commitment to support co-operators and co-operatives to learn, develop
and grow, both in the UK and around the world, remains constant.

Education has always been a central feature of the co-operative move-
ment, enshrined as one of the founding principles of the Rochdale
Pioneers. An independent college, operating at the highest levels and
serving as the focus for co-operative education, was an aspiration through
the second half of the nineteenth century. In the aftermath of the First
World War, the dream became reality, on a modest scale to begin with,
but still with the highest ambitions. After the Second World War, the
College moved into the iconic surroundings of Stanford Hall, where it
served the movement at home and overseas. On its return to Manchester,
the College continued to seek new opportunities to support and enhance
co-operation in all its forms.

As newly appointed Principal and CEO of the Co-operative College,
we welcome the opportunity to contribute to this comprehensive history
of our organisation. In taking over from Neil Calvert, CEO and principal
2021-24, we are eager to continue the process of establishing long-term
financial sustainability while developing our unique co-operative learning
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viii  FOREWORD

pedagogy, embracing the full range of formal and informal learning, and
increasing our engagement with members, co-operatives and other values-
based organisations in the UK and globally. The long history of the
College, its values and practices, all help to inform our thinking about
the future.

We are proud to lead an exceptionally talented team of educators and
professional service staft and are grateful to our partners: the Co-operative
Heritage Trust, which has been instrumental in the creation of this book;
Co-operatives UK; and Co-op News.

While this book focuses on the first one hundred years of the Co-
operative College, we are keen to co-create the next one hundred years;
the College is smaller than it has been in the recent past, but we are agile,
adaptive and committed to making a difference with and for co-operators.

We hope that this book will inspire you to be part of the next one
hundred years with us.

Ali Longden
Principal, Co-operative College
Manchester, UK

Jacqui Thomasen
CEO, Co-operative College
Manchester, UK
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PRAISE FOR THE CO-OPERATIVE COLLEGE
AND A CENTURY OF SociAL CHANGE

“This well written book explores the pivotal role that the Co-operative
College has played in the development of co-operative education in
Britain and beyond on a global scale. The narrative intertwines the
immediate practical requirements of co-operatives with broader, visionary
perspectives, illustrating how education within co-operatives is intricately
linked to their operational success and sustainability.”

—Simel Esim, Head, Co-operative, Social and Solidarity Economy
Unit, International Labour Organisation (ILO)

“The Co-operative College has had a profound impact on the lives of
generations of students. This impressive, lucidly written study makes a
compelling case for both its national and global importance.”

—DPeter Gurney, Professor, University of Essex, UK

“This book is an ideal example of how the study of the history of
education can move beyond state education. It sits at the intersection
of research on the co-operative movement, Britain, the British Empire
and Commonwealth, and accounts throughout for the influence of social
change. Overall, it evidences thoroughness in research, is most accessible
and intellectually exciting. It is most deserving of widespread acclaim.”

—Tom O’Donoghue, Professor Emeritus, The University of
Western Australin
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

For over a century, the Co-operative College has been at the centre
of co-operative education in Britain and beyond. It was established in
1919 to meet the educational needs of co-operatives that had formed
over the previous century. The College championed education focused
on co-operation and mutuality, meeting and anticipating the needs of co-
operative and mutual enterprises. Blending immediate daily needs with
symbolic and longer-term visions contributed to a distinctive educational
formation. The whole co-operative movement can indeed be conceptu-
alised in educational terms, as much as economic ones, which depended
upon the commitment and drive of both members and leaders. Whereas
many radical and alternative initiatives have been relatively short-lived,
given the difficult circumstances in which they existed, the longevity
and distinctive nature of the College is worth exploring. Rather than a
specific localised history, the story of the College in fact connects to major
seismic changes of the twentieth century—the rise of the labour move-
ment; the gradual encroachment of the state upon daily life; the spread
of education and learning; and the relation of Britain to its empire and
Commonwealth.

Co-operative education is more than a specialist area of learning. While
co-operation stretches back to the beginnings of humanity and earlier, as
a conscious movement, co-operatives started to form in the late eigh-
teenth century.! The British movement dated its initiation to 1844 and

© The Author(s) 2025 1
T. Woodin et al., The Co-operative College and a Century of Social

Change, Palgrave Studies in Adult Education and Lifelong Learning,
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the Rochdale Society of Equitable Pioneers which was commonly recog-
nised as the first successful consumer co-operative. Many co-operatives
would proliferate throughout nineteenth-century Britain so that, by the
outbreak of the First World War, there were approximately 1,500 inde-
pendent societies and three million members which would increase to
more than ten million by the 1950s. The very organisation of a co-
operative involved considerable social change on individual and collective
levels so that self-interest, active participation and collective growth
were mutually interdependent. Becoming a member of a co-operative
set in train a new learning experience. Co-operatives became educational
innovators and pioneered educational forms including reading rooms,
libraries, adult and children’s classes and a range of publications. As
societies expanded, educational committees were formed. In 1869, an
umbrella body for the movement, the Co-operative Union (CU) was
created, which, in the early 1880s, set up a department to co-ordinate
educational activity.?

This book traces the fortunes of the College from its beginning in
1919 to the ecarly twenty-first century. At many points in the nine-
teenth century, co-operators had identified a need for a central college
or university to support the movement. The beginning of the College
resulted from a campaign in the British consumer co-operative move-
ment to create an apex body to co-ordinate higher study and research.
Rather than becoming an independent co-operative, it was located within
the Education Department of the Co-operative Union. Later, it would
become a charity with the Union acting as trustee on behalf of the
movement. At the core of the College lay a vision of co-operative educa-
tion inseparable from democratic co-operative member organisations.
Co-operative business, historical awareness and values and principles in
changing circumstances have all infused co-operative programmes of
learning. The College blended curriculum and pedagogies that traversed
the divisions common in adult and community education. It encom-
passed learning that was liberal, technical and directed to social change,
in Britain and abroad. Employees from the British consumer co-operative
movement were trained alongside those who worked in a variety of co-
operatives around the globe. The education of members and directors
came to be conceived as part of a co-operative democracy which might
extend over economic, social and political life.

Much of the literature on the history of co-operation has revolved
around the connections and disconnections between Robert Owen and
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Owenism and the later trajectory of the movement. The various histories
and accounts of co-operation reflected on this relationship in explaining
the transition from the widespread ferment of the early nineteenth
century to the seemingly more settled picture of later Victorian Britain.3
Sidney Pollard articulated this shift as a movement from ‘community
building to shopkeeping’ in which he suggested there was a diminution
of earlier radical activity.* Stephen Yeo, Peter Gurney and others convinc-
ingly made the case that utopian, radical and moral analyses of society in
fact remained central to the later history of the movement.’> There is a
lot to be said for this perspective but it tends to view the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries as the pinnacle of co-operative achievement
after which it was to become more marginalised by the labour move-
ment, the welfare state and, of course, intensive commercial competition.
This makes the history of the Co-operative College interesting insofar as
it came into being at the end of this period of democratic expansion.
Rather than simply having a residual status, however, the College moved
onto new ground in coming to terms with these historical forces.

Writing on co-operation has indirectly addressed education or iden-
tified education as a discrete activity in the way that many co-operative
societies themselves sidelined their education committees.® The most
recent major study of the movement by John Wilson, Anthony Webster
and Rachael Vorberg-Rugh has focused on the ‘business’ side of the
movement.” Gurney certainly reflected upon the social and educational
aspects of the movement up to the 1930s but was aware that education
was a large topic which needed to be developed.® Indeed, our concep-
tion of co-operation is as an intertwining set of social, educational and
economic relationships; as much pedagogical as economic.”

The examination of the College, its students and tutors, leads us well
beyond a straightforward institutional history, of which many impressive
ones have been written, not least on adult education.!?® Accounts of the
Co-operative College have been produced by past students and contain
anecdotes and references which have been of use to this account.!!
However, the roots and branches of the College stretched into social,
economic and political developments, which can be discerned through
the prism of co-operative education. Thus, the changing fortunes of the
College help to shine a light upon historical change relating to the co-
operative movement, to alterations in education and education policy, and
to the mutating relationship between Britain and the world beyond.
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A WIDER PICTURE

Operating as a barometer of the co-operative movement, the history
of the College straddles the twentieth and twenty-first centuries during
which time the movement was transformed almost beyond recognition.
Indeed, during the post-war years, the reality has been of reducing
numbers and societies, in receipt of a diminishing market share. Co-
operative education was inevitably affected by these changes although
there was sometimes a time lag before they impacted upon the College.
Starting as the apex of a large network of co-operative educational
activities, it gradually became the main agency carrying out such work
and so grew in relative importance. By the 1970s and 1980s, many
more leaders viewed the movement in exclusively business terms and
even dismissed members and co-operative values as outdated. Despite
the inauspicious context, the College and its supporters mounted spir-
ited defences of values-based co-operative education and enjoyed some
success especially at times when the movement periodically rediscovered
its roots and the co-operative pendulum swung in their favour. The
College acted as a generator, a ‘stokehole’, in the words of the first
student magazine, of visions of co-operative control, in which values
and principles, democracy and membership were prominent. The College
has not always fitted easily into broader educational and social practices.
For instance, in the early twentieth century, when the adult educational
movement was riven by competing debates over liberal education and
workers’ education for social change, the College appeared to have a foot
in both of these camps while also staking a claim for technical education.
Indeed, the College has consistently embraced an extensive curriculum
that elsewhere tended to be divided—technical training, education in co-
operation, liberal education and education related to the specific needs of
colonial /commonwealth /developing countries.

The evolution of educational policy and legislation in secondary, tech-
nical, higher and adult education, all affected the College. Up until the
mid-century, co-operative and labour movements, and by extension the
College, had some influence upon education policy itself but regular
contact with policymakers would not be renewed until the early twenty-
first century. Co-operatives campaigned for the extension and transfor-
mation of educational opportunities. The outcomes of such campaigns
could create many difficulties for the movement. It raised a dilemma for
the College as to how far it should pursue a distinctive path or should
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fit in with the forms of education fostered by national policy or even
by the labour movement. In the early twentieth century, the answer was
clear and the College was part of a vibrant independent movement even
though co-operative societies could be fickle in their support of it. Over
time, the College learnt to engage more productively with mainstream
educational assumptions, standards and qualifications. Contradictions and
negotiations inevitably infiltrated its unique educational programme.

Moreover, throughout its existence, the College has related to co-
operative education on a world stage. ‘British’ national borders rapidly
changed during the life of the College. The complexity and re-evaluation
of decolonisation processes in the UK and the colonies are now increas-
ingly being studied by historians.!? For some time, international, global
and transnational histories have all discussed co-operative movements.'3
The local and global were conspicuously brought into dialogue within
the College that was less apparent in other adult education colleges.
It was not solely a British college even though it operated within the
mutating parameters of the British state. Indeed, from the very first year
of its existence, the College attracted many students and visitors from
Britain’s colonies and dominions, later the Commonwealth, and further
afield. Having a diversity of students plugged the College into interna-
tional currents across the fragmenting British Empire. After the Second
World War, this attachment was deepened by the fact that the Colonial
Office directly commissioned the College to train co-operative officials
and civil servants from colonial and commonwealth countries. For some
this tied the College into a colonial system of control, or highlighted
the contested nature of co-operation that was occupying an ambiguous
space between state and voluntary activity and could even become a site of
struggle.!* Co-operation could become a technology of control but, as a
potentially democratic form it could also be adapted to multiple purposes
within volatile historical contexts. Furthermore, the Cold War implicated
the College in political agendas. Attempting to uphold Western notions of
democracy and freedom as well as radical and co-operative ideals would
involve some problematic contortions. To the current day, the College
has continued to work internationally.
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SuMMARY

This book is organised chronologically. Chapter two outlines the earliest
ideas and proposals as well as the specific context of the early twentieth
century from which the College was formed. Chapter three examines
how Fred Hall led the College through the interwar period and forged
a model of learning which inspired students from the British move-
ment and internationally. Hall’s sudden death in 1938 coincided with
the period leading up to the Second World War and John Thomas would
lead the College until 1943. Chapter four assesses the varied fortunes of
the College during the war years when it suffered a series of setbacks
although, crucially, students still arrived at the College from Britain and
abroad. At a time of educational ferment, a College fund was estab-
lished which enabled the purchase of Stanford Hall. Chapter five charts
the residential education under the direction of Robert Marshall, based
upon an enlarged cohort comprising four groups—those studying social
subjects, management, and secretaryship as well as the expanding group
of students supported by the Colonial Office and its successor bodies.
With the hardening of Cold War restrictions, radical views of co-operation
were regularly aired. Chapter six highlights that, from the late 1950s,
significant weaknesses were showing in the British co-operative movement
even though the impact upon the College would take some years to be
felt. Marshall and many in the movement could see a crisis coming and
aimed to take preventative action, specifically in relation to recruitment
and training of staff. At a time when courses for overseas students thrived,
domestically, a wider range of training and consultancy work was formu-
lated to meet the changing needs of co-operatives and plug the gaps in
provision. Chapter seven picks up the narrative in 1977, with the appoint-
ment of a new principal, Robert Houlton, who faced many hurdles with
a reduction of enrolments on residential courses. He attempted to meet
the needs of an inward-looking movement sometimes blinkered by an
exclusive business mentality. The College responded with new devel-
opments, re-inserting membership, values and principles into learning
programmes. Finally, chapter eight explains how, under Mervyn Wilson,
the College sold Stanford Hall and moved back to Manchester as part of
an attempt to assert a new vision for the College. Experimentation with
new initiatives has been a characteristic of the recent past as it searches for
greater purpose and stability. This historical account seeks to apprehend
the attempt to uphold a vision and practice of co-operative learning over
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more than a century, often in difficult circumstances. Reflecting on this
history is instructive for re-thinking co-operation and learning.
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CHAPTER 2

Beginnings

Education has been a core principle for the co-operative movement.! A
central theme for co-operators, as for other working-class associations,
was to arrange for their own learning, to complement and counter the
limitations and restrictions of the type of education delivered by estab-
lished authorities. Throughout much of the nineteenth century, for most
working people, acquiring even a basic level of education was a struggle so
simply catering for basic cultural requirements was an arduous task. Yet,
the ideal of a fully-fledged college, an institution pursuing the highest
levels of study, scholarship and research, an apex of a movement-wide
educational system, remained an aspiration. As the movement expanded
through the second half of the century, the resources for education grew,
for instance with libraries, reading rooms and classes although partici-
pating in a co-operative was also recognised to be an educative experience.
Towards the end of the century, training up a leadership cadre became a
matter of concern for both political authorities and the organised labour
movement. Various means were essayed to cater for the higher educa-
tion of workers, including university extension, summer schools, Ruskin
College and the Workers’ Educational Association. Valuable as they were,
and encouraged by the co-operative movement, they were not organisa-
tions specifically for co-operative education. Prior to the First World War,
based on an expanding educational programme of increasing range and
depth, a vigorous campaign was launched for a Co-operative College, a
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place of higher education and research dedicated to the purposes of the
movement, carried out within a clearly co-operative ethos.

EpucATION AND THE CO-OPERATIVE
MOVEMENT IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Across the nineteenth century, popular education was a matter of consid-
erable significance. Those in authority debated the value of a more highly
educated populace but were caught between the expense of providing
education and the dangers of what people might learn if left to their own
devices. By the same token, working-class organisations saw the impor-
tance of education for raising the social and cultural level of ordinary
people, in part as the foundation of political participation.? For similar
reasons, co-operators were fundamentally committed to education which
was one of the founding principles of the Rochdale Society of Equitable
Pioneers, established in 1844. During the second half of the century,
the state gradually took on the schooling of children, although always
at a strictly elementary level. Meanwhile, the co-operative movement had
helped to pioneer a patchwork of resources, mainly libraries, lectures and
miscellaneous cultural activities.

The co-operative business model was underpinned not just by the
store but also democratic control and cultural and educational improve-
ment.® The Pioneers were part of a ferment based upon working-class
organisations which were eager to advance self- and mutual-learning.*
Through the upheavals of increasingly rapid industrialisation and urban-
isation, and the turmoil surrounding political reform, education helped
to raise awareness among working people of political issues and events
and, in many respects, the formation of working-class consciousness was
a process of education in political, social and economic thinking.® Radi-
cals read, discussed and debated the latest ideas, risking persecution in
the process, which only reinforced the message that working people had
to rely on their own resources to secure the kind of education they
wanted. Education more broadly was a means of elevating the social and
cultural capacity of the working classes as well as a source of solace, selt-
improvement and personal fulfilment in difficult times. In the 1820s and
1830s, there were developments in the spread of elementary schools for
children and mechanics institutes for skilled artisans but this education
was often not appropriate or was too exclusive to meet the needs of
working-class movements.
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Radical and working-class movements provided a lead role in educa-
tional thought and practice.” One of the most influential exponents of
popular education in the early nineteenth century was Robert Owen.
Although himself an employer of labour, Owen had lofty aspirations
to create model industrial communities, which he sought to realise at
New Lanark.® Alongside the workplace, housing and community provi-
sion, education was a central feature, including classes and facilities for
adults and a school for the children. The school aimed to be more stimu-
lating than the lifeless rote-learning common elsewhere, with a light and
airy school room, varied lessons and healthy exercises. Widely publicised
Owenite and alternative educational ideas were adapted by working-class
movements. For instance, as early as 1830, Charles Fry of the Liver-
pool Co-operative Wholesale Purchasing Agency had proposed a ‘school
or college’ for co-operators as did Dr William King’s journal, The Co-
operator.® As Owen became consumed with his utopian communities,
many working people turned to Parliamentary reform. Bitterly let down
by the 1832 Reform Act, which enfranchised only a small section of prop-
erty holders, radical energies were diverted into the Chartist movement
which, through the 1830s and 1840s, retained education of the working
classes as a key component.!® William Lovett’s version of ‘knowledge
Chartism’ affirmed the traditional ideal of education as raising the tone
and status of the working classes, to demonstrate their worthiness to take
up the franchise. At odds with Feargus O’Connor and the adherents of
physical force Chartism, neither approach succeeded in securing a wider
enfranchisement.

In the mid-Victorian period, we can trace the development, if uneven
in scope and pace, of valuable educational activities in Rochdale. It seems
likely that, from an early stage, members met in classes, but a more
formal manifestation was the formation of a Library Committee in 1849
to distribute newspapers and begin collections towards the creation of
a library.!! A signal moment came with the decision in 1853 to devote
214% of the society’s trading surplus towards educational purposes. With
a regular funding stream, the library expanded and a full-time secre-
tary-librarian was appointed in 1862. As the co-operative movement
based on the Rochdale principles expanded, large societies emulated
the Pioneers, mainly by creating a library or reading room and subsi-
dising the distribution of co-operative publications, the most important
of which, from 1860, was The Co-operator and, from 1871, The Co-
operative News. Progress was impeded during the late 1850s when the
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revised Friendly Societies Act of 1855 omitted the clause that allowed
societies to conduct educational activities.!? Although probably an over-
sight, the Act’s over-zealous registrar prevented new co-operatives from
applying trading surpluses to educational purposes, until the clause was
reinstated in the new Industrial and Provident Societies Act of 1862.

The continuing growth of the co-operative movement prompted the
formation of central agencies including a wholesaler, bank and, in 1869,
the Central Co-operative Board and annual congress. Here was a national
forum for the airing of issues affecting the movement, and spokesmen
made the most of the opportunity to press for the expansion, and co-
ordination, of education, including the prospect of a co-operative college.
Ideas about co-operative higher education had been in circulation for
some time; nothing like the old universities, but a forum that could
embrace the education of working people.!® As new types of university
institution emerged in the mid-Victorian period, a form of higher-level
co-operative college began to seem possible. At the inaugural congress,
William Pare mooted the idea of ‘industrial colleges’ alongside ‘associ-
ated homes’ for members and their children.'* It was a topic to which he
returned on several occasions, abetted by prominent supporters of educa-
tion, including George Jacob Holyoake, Joseph Smith, Arnold Toynbee
and James Stuart. Gradually, a co-operative educational infrastructure
began to crystallise. In some of the larger societies, committees promoted
social and cultural activities, whether a library, newsroom or meeting
room. As the co-operative movement grew, sectional boards were created
and their educational committees would organise activities. In 1884, a
Special Education Committee of the United Board was created, which
circulated advice and educational materials for the use of societies. Exam-
inations were organised centrally from 1887, at first in the study of
Co-operation, then Bookkeeping, and then in an expanding range of
topics. The close co-existence of Co-operation and Bookkeeping was
symptomatic of a unique educational formation, marrying utopian desire
to technical know-how.

Despite the existence of a staunch group of educationists, the Educa-
tion Committee was often disappointed by the extent of co-operative
education. A brief survey, soon after its formation in the mid-1880s, indi-
cated that 120 societies had newsrooms and 100 had libraries, although
only 25,000 copies of The Co-operative News were circulated among an
estimated 600,000 families of co-operators.'® Lecture courses were run
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by 34 societies, with a handful holding science classes or operating conver-
sation rooms. A few years later, using slightly different measures, the
Education Committee reported that local societies laid on classes and
lectures on several topics, reaching almost 400 students, and operated
297 reading rooms containing over 200,000 volumes. There was little
by way of systematic study, however, and the figures did not improve a
lot over the next decade when it was noted that, in one year, only nine
societies had held formal classes on the History and Principles of Co-
operation, with 104 students taking examinations, while 14 societies ran
courses on Bookkeeping with a total of 146 examined.!'® By the mid-
1890s, there was a palpable sense that, whatever the commitment in
principle, co-operative education was in the doldrums. Activists feared
that co-operative education was in danger of dissipating, its role largely
superseded by the state. At the turn of the century, however, education
within and for the labour movement more generally took on renewed
significance, and an innovative endeavour in co-operative education was
launched.

By the late nineteenth century, co-operation had grown consider-
ably, and was expanding rapidly. With more than 700,000 members
and profits exceeding £120,000, it was becoming a major national
force.!” Many authority figures welcomed a working-class organisation
committed to industry, self-improvement and mutual support, especially
when contrasted to the more militant new unionism and socialism which
they found frightening. The quiet revolution of co-operative democracy
also posed a challenge to capitalism. When Arthur Acland, the sympa-
thetic President of the Board of Education, advocated the study of
co-operation in state-supported evening continuation schools, outraged
private shopkeepers strenuously objected and, backed up by the press, the
proposal was successfully resisted.'® Duly prompted, Margaret Llewelyn
Davies, head of the Women’s Co-operative Guild, favoured a more
consolidated effort. The movement’s whole educational apparatus was out
of date, ineffective and in need of a stronger and more dynamic central
organisation.!” Taking her cue from the recently established London
School of Economics, she urged the co-operative movement to sponsor
specialised educational bodies to investigate economic, industrial and
municipal questions, ultimately perhaps resulting in a National School
of Industrial Science. Rather abashed, the Education Committee was
reticent to extend beyond their remit in promoting co-operative educa-
tion within the movement. Seizing on the interest generated by the
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speech, however, the committee decided to launch a full-scale review of
the current state of affairs. Llewelyn Davies was supportive—‘we need a
training ground in our movement, so that members may be educated to
do the duties of citizenship as well as possible’.2°

A special committee was subsequently appointed, which circulated a
questionnaire to every local society, supplemented by visits to a selected
number.?! Responses were received from 402 societies, of which 133 had
no educational fund at all. Among the rest, a total of £36,336 was spent
on educational activities, of which £16,500 went towards reading rooms
and libraries. A little was spent on lectures, classes and local publica-
tions, and some societies offered scholarships, but most of the remainder,
amounting to some £17,000, went towards entertainments, ostensibly for
propaganda purposes. In partial explanation of this diverting of educa-
tional resources, the survey found that, in many respects, there was not
the same need for mutual instruction that had inspired the early pioneers.
The education of the working classes had expanded enormously through
the second half of the nineteenth century and was positively encour-
aged by the state, voluntary and working-class organisations. Free libraries
had partly rendered co-operative libraries and reading rooms redundant,
although in certain cases both had flourished together. Some local soci-
eties kept their libraries in the absence of other ideas about what to do
with their educational fund. Elementary education was now required of
all children who would gain a limited level of basic literacy. There were
opportunities for technical education, with bespoke equipment and facili-
ties, of a far more advanced standard than a voluntary society could afford.
Other organisations had extensive programmes of talks and lectures, and
several co-operative societies actively worked with neighbouring cultural
and literary bodies to advertise these activities. Remedial classes in adult
literacy, supported by state funding, allowed those who had missed out
earlier in life to make good. On a broader canvass, the place of the
working classes had also significantly altered, with the majority of working
men now entitled to vote, even if universal suffrage remained distant.??

Co-operators saw themselves as a significant force behind these changes
and, alongside an organised labour movement, they now pushed forward
on long-standing questions about democracy, citizenship and the place of
the working classes in national life. Inherent in these questions were the
forms that the continuing education of ordinary people should take and
who should provide it. Building on the issues highlighted by Llewelyn
Davies, the co-operative movement fixed on the absence of any positive
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teaching about industrial and municipal subjects, ‘[h]ere, in the teaching of
industrial economics and of the duties of citizens, is the new pioneer work
lying at the doors of co-operators’.>® Setting out an ambitious strategy,
the Committee advocated overhauling the whole infrastructure of co-
operative education to support the serious study of economic theory and
practice, based on the detailed, scientific teaching of the history, theory
and practice of co-operation. Citizenship was presented as having always
been the essential aim of co-operative education, which now needed to be
addressed more directly. Lastly, co-operative societies would continue to
have a role in vocational education, but in conjunction with local bodies,
which could better furnish the necessary specialised equipment. Thus,
while firmly rooted in the ethos and principles of co-operation, the move-
ment could take a lead in the analysis of pressing contemporary debates
about citizenship, labour and democracy.

Quickly putting the policy into practice, the whole administrative
machinery of education was revised. In 1898, a new Central Education
Committee (CEC) of the Central Board was formed with representatives
from the Board, the Women’s Co-operative Guild and sectional educa-
tional associations, with secretarial support.?* This reformed Committee
promptly embarked on a new educational programme, including a
syllabus and reading list for a regular taught course on citizenship. Local
meetings, lectures and discussions were organised on ‘Aspects of Citizen-
ship’ with topics including the Housing Question, the Land Question,
National Education, Co-operation and the Poor, Municipalisation and the
Temperance Problem.?® These were outward-facing initiatives, designed
for members, with a view to giving a renewed objective for co-operative
education, and positioning the movement as an important contributor to
contemporary debates. Soon, however, state regulation was to threaten
the position of education for the working classes.

The 1902 Education Act was surrounded by bitter and protracted
debate over its political, religious, social and cultural implications.?® The
ramifications of the legislation were far reaching and profound. Some
features of the Act were welcomed as progressive, such as the beginning
of state support for secondary education, but the co-operative move-
ment, alongside most working-class organisations, deprecated the new
Act for replacing the locally-elected democratic school boards with a
uniform system of local education authorities and allowing rate-support
to religious education without local authority control.?” An additional
clause restricted access to evening classes for adults. Thus, the 1902 Act
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appeared to compound the wider assault being faced by the labour move-
ment. It divorced education from popular control, made it less accessible
to working people who had missed out earlier in their lives and held out
a lifeline to predominantly Tory-supporting Anglican educational bodies.
The co-operative movement, which had always harboured a wariness
about the state, would increasingly look to its own resources to shore
up its organisation, and nurture cultural identity.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF CO-OPERATIVE
EpucATION IN THE EDWARDIAN PERIOD

From the turn of the century, there was a revived sense of direc-
tion in co-operative education. Over the following decade, enormous
efforts went into overhauling the educational programme, with revised
syllabuses and examinations, a substantially extended curriculum and
several new textbooks. An impressive educational programme was put in
place that provided the essential foundations for a college, rooted in ordi-
nary co-operative life, but aspiring to the highest standards of teaching,
scholarship and research.

Moreover, W. R. Rae, chairman of the CEC (Fig. 2.1), reflected
on the current situation and future direction of co-operative education
and encouraged co-operators to look to themselves.?® Despite strenuous
labour over the last decade, Rae thundered, the amount of serious educa-
tional study of co-operative subjects in organised classes was lamentable.
Only 1,200 adults in the whole of Britain were taking a course on
Co-operation, so the movement could hardly congratulate itself on its
educational ethos. He lambasted the local societies which preferred to
spend their educational funds on entertainments:

We have a lecture series second to none in the kingdom — men and women
of all shades of opinion. We make arrangements for big and little lectures,
and clear and cheap, but you prefer the tea, buns, and funny men. If you
are going to make solid co-operative character, you must build it on solid
mental food.?

Societies were critiqued for misdirecting funds on libraries and reading
rooms or science and art classes which were all now on offer elsewhere.
Criticisms that the needs of the movement were not being met were
voiced at educational conferences.?? According to Rae, the real priority
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Fig. 2.1 W. R. Rae
and C. E. Wood,
chairman and secretary
of the Co-operative
Union Education
Executive. Co-operative
College Collection, with
permission Co-operative
Heritage Trust CIO and
Co-operative College

for the movement was classes in Co-operation which ‘deal with our very
existence, and are as valuable to us as a knowledge of the principles of
truth and honesty’.3! Children were one key audience to reach, whose
minds were more readily formed. Suitably primed in youth, the adult
classes would have a better chance of success.

Rae’s emphasis on the principles of co-operation was different to that
of just a few years previously, when the goal was an outward-looking
contribution to debates about citizenship, democracy and industrial devel-
opment. Some of the same issues that had exercised the Pioneers and
early co-operators had returned with renewed urgency. A new definition
of co-operative education connected these two sides of the debate on
co-operation and citizenship:

The objects of Co-operative Education are, primarily, the formation of
co-operative character and opinions by teaching the history, theory, and
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principles of the movement, with economics and industrial and consti-
tutional history in so far as they have bearing on Co-operation; and
secondarily, though not necessarily of less import, the training of men and
women to take part in industrial and social reforms and civic life generally.
It deals with the rights and duties of men and women in their capacities
as Co-operators, Workers and Citizens.32

Co-operative character, however, could not be conjured instan-
taneously, it was a cumulative process, beginning with juniors and
proceeding to an advanced level.33 In many classes, it was found that the
standards were too high for the average member, and the textbooks simul-
taneously too difficult for children and not suitable for adults. Even Rae
conceded that too high standards put people off if there was insufficient
preparation, and there was a need for a more graduated approach to make
the curriculum more manageable. Thus, what had been the introduc-
tory class in Co-operation was divided into a preliminary and elementary
level, making a three-stage sequence that took youngsters from about
age 10 up to 16. A new textbook was commissioned to accompany the
junior levels. Our Story, by Isa Nicholson, traced co-operation through
the nineteenth century and outlined the main elements of the modern
movement in simple and accessible chapters. For those who had mastered
Our Story, but were not ready to move onto adult classes, Ramsden Balm-
forth’s Social and Political Pioneers could be introduced, a selection of
biographical portraits of people and movements whose work was thought
to be in keeping with the movement. Adult classes were aimed at those
from 16 upwards and again split into three stages, preliminary, elementary
and advanced, each with a detailed syllabus dealing with the historical and
theoretical foundations of co-operation. The historical section laid out a
chronological framework beginning with the effects of the industrial revo-
lution on workers and the emergence of co-operation from Robert Owen,
the Rochdale Pioneers and on to the formation of the Co-operative
Wholesale Society (CWS) and the Co-operative Union. The theoretical
components considered the meanings of co-operation, and the emergence
and role of associations of consumers and producers. Finally, the educa-
tional and propaganda work of the movement and its organisations was
supplied. A new textbook for the upper levels, Industrial Co-operation,
was compiled by Catherine Webb. Each stage covered similar ground
although the material for children bordered on hagiography of key figures
such as Owen, while that for adults was more attuned to the way that
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co-operators had adapted Owen’s thought in forging a unique demo-
cratic practice.®* In some cases, mixed levels could be taught together
in the same class. The focus on age-grading and developmental thinking
would feed into expanding progressive ideas in education about stages of
growth and, more diffusely and problematically, to recapitulation theory
which postulated that children matured in the same way as humanity,
from savagery to civilisation.

For those who had worked their way through the stages in Co-
operation, courses in history and social sciences were devised. The
course in Industrial History began with the Anglo-Saxons and economic
activity through the medieval period, on to Tudor times, the agrarian
and industrial revolutions of the eighteenth century and ending, where
the course in Co-operation began, with ‘the gloomy opening of the
19™ Century’.3> An advanced level in history again covered much the
same material in more depth but went back in time to the Roman
occupation. The study of Citizenship focused on the meanings of ‘cit-
izen’, ‘nation’ and ‘state’, dealing with the organisation of local and
national government, and areas of social policy such as education, public
health and criminal justice. The duties of citizens and workers’ organ-
isations were considered. One element also mulled over the ambit and
advantages of empire. Completing the set were courses in Economics,
looking at issues of supply and demand, the meanings of wealth and
value, and the nature of economic law. An alternative syllabus was
based on a study of key economic thinkers, including Smith’s Wealth of
Nations, Malthus’ essay on population, Mill’s theory of value and Henry
Fawcett and Arnold Toynbee on social reform. There was some discus-
sion about augmenting the curriculum to include Hygiene, Literature or
Botany, but it was reiterated that the main work had to concentrate on
Co-operation.3%

The weighting given to the history and theory of Co-operation
reflected the need to create loyal members—historical analysis appeared
to be on their side and pointed to a co-operative future. A commercial
organisation had to be fortified with technically proficient employees and
knowledgeable members. Bookkeeping was fundamental to proper finan-
cial standards, and there were particular issues to take into account for
a co-operative society.>” When the Bookkeeping textbook was revised to
take on a more explicitly co-operative stance, there was a decline in the
number of students, perhaps because it was not so suitable for those who
wanted to prepare for examining bodies such as the Society of Arts. This
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was not seen as a bad thing, but it was acknowledged that the classes had
to be made more inviting for co-op employees, to maintain class sizes.
Accordingly, the programme of study was revised with a familiar three-
part progression to take a novice student through to certification.3® The
first stage was designed to deal with the principles of bookkeeping as
applied to the operations of a shop or department. At the second stage,
the scope was enlarged to take in the responsibilities of the secretary of
a small society or clerk in the office of a large society. The third stage
offered training that would equip a person for any position within the
field. For those who wanted a recognised qualification, a correspondence
course was available leading to the Co-operative Secretary’s Certificate. A
prospective candidate had to have first completed the third stage of Co-
operative Bookkeeping, and the second stage of Co-operation, and then
produced 20 fortnightly papers over a twelve-month course.
Complementing the core work on the essentials of co-operative
history, theory and practice, a great deal of effort was invested in higher
levels of training. Promotion from within the stores was a co-operative
tradition, and Rae wanted to prepare skilled artisans for higher positions
of management or ‘we shall always have to get brains from outside’.3” An
ambitious scheme was formulated to create training schools for managers
in suitable co-operative centres with reasonable transport links.*? Teachers
would be composed of suitable serving managers, who would be paid a
retaining fee plus additional payment according to results. The syllabus
would comprise relevant legislation, knowledge of stock and display,
bookkeeping and prices, management of staff and relationships with
society committees, plus obligatory classes in the history and princi-
ples of co-operation. In 1904, two centres were established in Glasgow
and Manchester, recruiting a healthy 116 and 131 students, respectively.
Following from this success, the scheme was rapidly expanded over the
next two years to 18 centres, enrolling 622 students plus 78 by correspon-
dence.*! The textbook also proved popular outside the centres. Pleased
with the response, the CEC believed it to be capable of further extension,
and hoped that management committees would show their sympathy by
giving preference to employees who had attended the course and taken
the examination.*?> It was not cheap to run, however, and a deficit of
£112 quickly accumulated, which was initially borne by the CEC itself.*3
Such losses were not sustainable in the longer term, so the CEC proposed
raising the fees for correspondence students and appealed to local educa-
tional committees for donations. There was a related interest in advancing



2 BEGINNINGS 23

the educational qualifications of co-operative officials, although this was
slower to take root.** Courses for society secretaries were developed, and
it was hoped that training centres similar to those for managers might be
put in place.

Although clearly a success, the training centres for managers catered
only for a minority within their geographical reach. There were other
classes that co-operative managers could take by correspondence, but
which also began to seem incomplete.*> These, and the Bookkeeping
courses, still required a certain level of academic ability, whereas most
employees arrived with only a rudimentary elementary schooling. Quite
senior managers could be ill-prepared even for the preliminary stages of
the training course. Consequently, it was anticipated that there was a need
for the revision of essentials, and a more structured approach. With typical
zeal, the CEC thoroughly revised the scheme of work for employees, to
mirror the classes in Co-operation with a graded system of stages. Stage [
was for apprentices and junior employees, and covered simple numeracy
and literacy, basic commercial awareness, and tests for quality control.
There was a requirement to understand the essentials of co-operation
through grasping Our Story. Stage II was for salesmen, with a detailed
syllabus requiring at least 20 lessons of not less than two hours. If a candi-
date had successtully negotiated Stage II, they could progress onto a more
advanced certificate for general managers, and the truly aspiring could
seek the final Honours Stage in Management. The ultimate examination
was to be ‘not be so much a memory test as a test of whether a man is
ready, resourceful, and practical, and possessed of personal initiative and
force of character’

Devising an elaborate programme of study for members and employees
was a huge undertaking, and an enormous achievement by the Central
Education Committee. It was, however, only one, and arguably the
most straightforward, component of the process. Delivering it was quite
another matter and drawing in students even harder. Organisationally, by
the early twentieth century, a quite comprehensive infrastructure was in
place, with the CEC driving national developments. Most of the regional
sections had educational committees, which were represented on the
CEC, and the larger societies had their own educational committees
that organised activities at a local level.” Each year, the CEC issued an
educational programme, which listed its courses and the recommended
syllabus. Courses in Co-operation, the mainstay of the programme, were
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the responsibility of the local societies.*® It was thought that most soci-
eties would have the expertise to deliver the basics, especially at junior
levels, although lists of certificated teachers were issued with the educa-
tional programme. The advanced courses depended more upon expert
teachers. If it was not possible to organise a class locally, correspondence
classes were offered in Co-operation, Industrial History, Citizenship and
Economics. Employee training was deemed to be the responsibility of
store managers, especially for apprentices. The higher-level classes for
managers were largely run through correspondence courses, although
those within reach of one could attend a training centre.

Completing a co-operative course was a demanding undertaking. For
adults, fourteen weekly lessons of at least an hour were required to consti-
tute a recognised class. Despite the detailed syllabuses, it was emphasised
that teaching should not be over-rigid or slavishly follow the textbook.
At the junior stages, especially, teachers were encouraged to make the
sessions engaging, with music, recitations and use of lantern slides. Classes
should not be too long or onerous and ‘[t]he method of teaching

. should be rather that of picture making’.*® There was an interest
in pedagogy and the CEC organised a special conference of teachers
and representatives from educational committees to consider textbooks,
classes and exams.?® A course in the art of teaching was devised, with an
examination leading to a qualification recognised by the Oxford Univer-
sity Delegacy. Several sectional boards ran classes for teachers, which
was very much encouraged by the CEC. Examinations were regarded
as essential to the educational process, providing a goal and reward for
serious study.’! Papers were set for all courses beyond elementary junior
Co-operation, with three-hour papers for first and second stages, and
four hours for third level and honours. Papers were marked centrally
and rigidly with frighteningly high failure rates.®? Perhaps with this in
mind, and aware that there were those who wanted to study, but not sit
formal examinations, societies were encouraged to form reading classes in
Co-operation that did not require an examination.®3

The net result of all this effort was a significant growth of educational
activity in the movement.®* In the five years after 1900-1901, the number
of classes increased from 88 to 219 and then to 450 in 1909-1910
and 564 on the eve of the First World War. Student numbers enrolled
rose correspondingly from 2,724 to 7,143 to 17,703 and then 21,953,
although those who successtully passed examinations were substantially
lower than this. The amount expended by societies on education grew
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from approximately £1,700,000 at the turn of the century to just over
£3 million by the outbreak of war. Junior classes in Co-operation were by
far the most popular, with a few hundred taking adult Co-operation or
the historical courses. The other mainstay remained Bookkeeping, where
numbers grew steadily through the Edwardian period. Following deliber-
ations with the Amalgamated Union of Co-operative Employees (AUCE)
on how to encourage interest among employees, there was an appre-
ciable rise in those taking the apprentices’ course.’® Really, the CEC
wanted attendance and successful progress in the employees’ courses to
be made a requirement of career advancement but could not enforce it.
Indeed, the CEC was constantly disappointed that more members and
employees did not take up serious study, but they were perhaps overly
hard on the membership, and on themselves. Over the course of little
more than a decade, the scope and range of the educational programme
had been transformed. It could, once again, reasonably be said that
the co-operative movement had a serious commitment to education. An
educational ecosystem represented a milestone on which the crowning
aspiration of a college could be attempted.

Hi1GHER EDUCATION AND THE LABOUR MOVEMENT

Several interlinked developments combined to focus attention on the
higher education of working people, which acted as a spur for a co-
operative college. Inspiring the rank and file through the history, prin-
ciples and value of co-operation was the primary aim of the educational
programme, but there was always an inclination to add a leaven of higher-
level study. As Rae realised, the movement would have to train its own
leaders, imbued with a co-operative ethos. At the turn of the century, the
co-operative movement was not alone in considering the higher education
of the working classes. The labour movement was becoming more organ-
ised and playing an increasingly prominent role in national life. How best
to build a leadership cadre of working people, closely connected to a well-
informed membership, exercised both those within and outside labour
circles. Meanwhile, university education was changing significantly, with
new institutions and alternative types of courses reaching out to different
audiences. Although the main beneficiaries of these innovations were
the middle classes, there was a strong impulse to open university-level
education to working-class students.
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Extending higher education to a wider audience was a central issue
of university reform in the second half of the nineteenth century.>® The
ancient English universities of Oxford and Cambridge had been roundly
condemned for being exclusive, expensive, inefficient and wedded to
an outdated curriculum. Probed and prodded by state inquiries, one
avenue for reform was to take university-level study out of the college
quadrangles to the growing centres of population.”” In 1867, James
Stuart of Trinity College, Cambridge, set off on a tour of northern
industrial cities to give lectures to provincial audiences. Co-operators in
Rochdale were instrumental to this initiative, and co-operative groups
provided key audiences for lecture tours.”® In 1873, Cambridge Univer-
sity approved a larger scheme for a network of travelling lecturers, and
Oxford introduced similar arrangements the following decade. It was
gruelling work for the lecturers, who could travel enormous distances
between venues and, since they had to be self-supporting, lectures had
to entice a paying clientele. The sessions were not merely for entertain-
ment, however, and a pattern was put in place from an early date whereby
lectures were combined with discussion, and students were encouraged to
submit written assignments. This was a burden for the tutors, but there
were enough young graduates, inspired by the prospect of performing
socially useful work, to sustain the scheme. At Oxford, the influential
Master of Balliol College, Benjamin Jowett, promoted this social respon-
sibility among a coterie of energetic acolytes.®® He backed the university’s
Extension Delegacy, which thrived under the leadership of Arthur Acland,
as part of a programme of bringing Oxford into contact with working
people. An important further innovation from the late 1880s was the
Summer School, whereby some extension students could actually attend
one of the old universities, enjoying a more complete university expe-
rience, albeit for a few days. By the early 1890s, it was estimated that
around 60,000 were attending university extension lectures nationally.
Frequently, the audiences came from the middle classes, including high
proportions of women, but working people also attended.

As the century came to a close, two contrasting ventures made a signit-
icant addition to the higher education of working people. Beguiled by the
distinctive genius of Oxford, American philanthropists Charles A. Beard
and Walter W. Vrooman launched a scheme of working-class education
in the city, including correspondence classes, extension work and accom-
modating residential students for short periods.®® Taking form as Ruskin
Hall, it was not designed as an admission point to the university, and was
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resolute in upholding its independence. There were no entrance or exit
qualifications and the Hall was open throughout the year for students to
attend as they could, at cheap rates. Ruskin appealed to Oxford reformers
and several trade unions, which began to fund scholarships for periods
of study. After some financial problems, the Hall was reconstituted as
Ruskin College and became more focused on Oxford-based activities.
Coming from a decidedly humbler background than Beard and Vrooman,
keen co-operator and employee Albert Mansbridge was doubtful that,
for all its benefits, university extension was really reaching the working
classes.®! He proposed bringing together trade unions, the co-operative
movement and other labour organisations to develop a more systematic
programme of higher-level classes. In 1903, a modestly informal, grass-
roots association was formalised as the Workers” Educational Association
(WEA). Initially modelled on extension lectures and co-operative organ-
isation, the principal innovation was the tutorial class for more intensive
academic work. Featuring written assignments with high standards, tuto-
rial classes aspired to a genuine university level, sustained over a lengthy
course of study. Despite its lowly origins, the WEA also enjoyed high-level
support. Backed by Oxford University, pilot classes were held in Rochdale
and Longton, led by R. H. Tawney.®?> Proving successful, tutorial classes
spread rapidly, were adopted by new universities and old, and piqued the
interest of the Board of Education, which gave grants for these small,
advanced classes.

The WEA brought the co-operative movement into closer connec-
tion with the old universities and, from the turn of the century, the
CEC explored several initiatives with the university extension agencies.
Representatives were invited to give short talks in the regional sections
to popularise their lectures. In a complicated agreement, the Oxford
Delegacy would examine students of Advanced Co-operation, thus enti-
tling them to teach for the delegacy, on the condition that the class
was taught by one of their tutors.®® In its first year, the scheme made
a promising start, when 16 candidates were examined, of which 7 passed,
but there was a dearth of joint work in the succeeding years. A similar
fate befell another goodwill initiative, whereby it was agreed to reduce the
prices for co-operators attending the summer meetings. The cost was still
beyond the means of most of the membership and teaching materials were
deemed incomprehensible to workmen’s viewpoints.®* Throughout the
Edwardian period, despite advertising campaigns, there was very limited
interest from the movement. Even when quite substantial funding could
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be obtained, it was difficult to muster enthusiasm. In the 1880s, two
scholarships were endowed in the names of Thomas Hughes and E. V.
Neale, tenable at Oriel College Oxford. By the early twentieth century,
they were worth £100 per annum, for four years, but it was still far from
easy to attract takers, and there was some scepticism as to whether these
outlets were the best use of resources.5

University extension and summer schools were a genuine attempt to
take higher-level education beyond the traditional residential colleges of
the ancient universities but could furnish only a modicum of university-
type teaching and a brief glimpse of a university experience. At the same
time, new forms of university institutions supplied more genuine oppor-
tunities closer to home. From the middle of the nineteenth century, led
by Owens College in Manchester, university-level colleges took shape
in most of the major British industrial cities.®® Although drawing on
slightly different resources in each place, a common set of factors included
substantial support from industry, philanthropists and local authorities.
In return, the colleges fostered links with professional organisations and
businesses, and developed curricula in relevant subject areas, applied
sciences and professional education. Subjects like modern languages, liter-
ature and history also featured prominently. Students came predominantly
from the locality and, although overwhelmingly from the middle classes,
there were serious efforts to diffuse opportunities across the social spec-
trum, including women and the working classes. Leading figures from
the colleges made a point of supporting co-operatives. When the Co-
operative Congress met in Birmingham, Oliver Lodge, Principal of the
city’s Queen’s College, hosted a social meeting for delegates.%” Presiding
over the meeting, his colleague, Professor Masterman imagined a time
when each of the new universities would have a co-operative hostel where
40 or 50 could educate themselves and their peers. In the early stages
of their formation, it is not to be wondered at that the nascent univer-
sity colleges would seek to engage with the co-operative movement. As
notable local organisations with a genuine commitment to education,
there were opportunities for valuable mutual support. It was far more
likely that a co-operator would gain higher education at a local college
than in Oxford or Cambridge.

Nevertheless, elements within Oxford regarded their university as
taking a lead in training an emergent working-class leadership.®® All eche-
lons of society, they claimed, could benefit from an Oxford education.
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Concurrent criticisms were aired about the limited access to univer-
sity study. Combining the disparate factors, a high-profile conference
on the Education of Workpeople was held at the 1907 WEA Summer
School in Oxford. Many warm words were spoken amid an aura of self-
congratulation, but which were also met with chariness. Several working-
class organisations suspected that behind the welcoming gestures was an
attempt to assimilate elements of the labour movement, to acculturate
them into the establishment and undermine any semblance of political
radicalism. These suspicions took a dramatic turn at Ruskin College,
where a perceived take-over by the university led to a student revolt
and the formation within the college of the Plebs League, committed
to a socialist-inspired curriculum. A College inquiry into the situation led
to the college principal resigning, the secession of a number of students
and the creation of the Central Labour College, with an openly socialist
curriculum, supported by several prominent trade unions.®” It may well
have been the case that Oxford was seeking to assimilate working-class
leaders, but it is equally doubtful whether those who attended WEA
classes were taken in. In many respects, however, the crisis crystallised a
fundamental question about whether a higher education, that could real-
istically only be the preserve of a tiny minority of working people, would
really benefit the whole class, or in fact simply lead to the advancement of
that minority out of their class. These debates gained traction within the
co-operative movement.

The Ruskin affair and subsequent split in labour education reverberated
around working-class organisations. Never in favour of overtly political
education, the co-operative movement officially remained supportive of
the WEA and Ruskin College, advancing a small financial contribution to
the former and continuing to send representatives to sit on the college
council.”® Locally, some societies would work with labour colleges, an
indication that ideological divides could be overstated. In the wake of
the crisis, a report issued by Ruskin College and circulated by the CEC
attempted to assuage any disquiet. It was underscored that the purpose
of the college was that students would raise, not rise out of, the class
to which they belonged, with teaching neither too academic nor too
partisan. Residents were working people with financial aid from trade
unions, and the students governed themselves. A few years later, when
the situation had calmed down a little, the 1910 Co-operative Education
Programme summarised the range of opportunities for co-operators to
pursue higher-level study.”! Extension lectures and tutorial classes were
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available wherever a class could be constituted, and local societies could
help to facilitate them. The costs varied according to the university, but
were all substantially subsidised, by the universities themselves, the Board
of Education and local education authorities. Ruskin College was upheld
as a place where co-operators, trade unionists and others could grapple
seriously with the difficulties confronting workers and the social problems
of the times. The Working Men’s College in London was also identified
as a familiar venue, now grown into a serious provider of education. Its
teachers were mostly members of the universities or professions, giving
their services free, making for low-cost tuition.

HEerALDS OF A Co-0or COLLEGE

By the 1910s, there were several avenues by which a co-operator, suitably
prepared through the graduated educational programme, could obtain a
kind of higher-level education, some of which the movement had been
instrumental in creating. Even where classes were in sympathy with the
needs of working people, however, they were all run by another organ-
isation. Of course, co-operators had kept alive visions of a co-operative
centre of higher learning which stretched back to the Owenite period. For
instance, in the 1870s, Nicholas Baline, a Russian co-operator, spoke at
congress about the need for a co-operative university that should embrace
the education of women in enabling the movement to respond to social
changes. In 1904, the long-time co-operator Edward Owen Greening’s
inaugural congress address highlighted the need for a co-operative univer-
sity as did Rae’s in 1911. The educationist Margaret McMillan reasoned
that a co-operative university would have the potential to ‘change the
whole future of England’.”?> The zeal for a higher-level co-operative insti-
tution, with appropriate curriculum, aims, methods and ethos, began to
coalesce into a serious possibility. Central to this discourse was Fred Hall,
Professor of Commerce and Head of Department at Belfast Municipal
Technical College.”® From a modest background, Hall left school for
work at age 13, but returned to study at Manchester University, gaining
BCom, BA and MA degrees in successive years from 1908-1910. He
was an experienced co-operative educator, having taught junior and adult
classes in Co-operation and Co-operative Management, and running the
correspondence classes in economics before his move to Belfast. In the
last years before the outbreak of war, Hall led an energetic campaign for
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a distinctively Co-operative College, which quickly gathered significant
supporters.

The opening manoeuvre of the campaign was an article penned by
Hall, specifically broaching the question of a co-operative college, which
was published in the Belfast local pages of The Wheatsheaf in March
1911.7% On the basis of this, Hall was invited to speak at the Easter
weekend meeting of the Central Education Committee, held in Leicester
in April 1912. A resolution was passed, almost unanimously,

[t]hat this conference of educationalists approve the idea of the estab-
lishment of a Co-operative College, and instructs the Central Education
Committee to carefully consider the proposals contained in the paper
read to-day and issue a report to all co-operative societies for further
consideration.

To maintain the energy from the conference, a coterie of adherents
agreed to keep in touch and, a few weeks later, Hall circulated an initial
letter to them and some known sympathisers.”> Adopting the designa-
tion of the ‘College Herald Circle’, well-wishers grew rapidly.”® Within
a few months, a list of 33 members was printed and, a year later, the
fourth edition included 78 names, mainly acquired through personal
contacts and appeals. Members signed up as individuals, but soon came
to include representatives from co-operative organisations, including the
Men’s and Women’s Guilds, national and local educational committees
and secretaries, students’ bodies, as well as the Productive Federation
and AUCE. Inspired, the College Herald Circle launched a vigorous
campaign, writing letters to the co-operative press, distributing copies of
Hall’s Leicester paper and urging local societies to confer over the issue
and to endorse officially the resolution in favour of founding a college.””
Hall himself wrote piece after piece raising awareness about the need for a
bespoke college and countering potential objections, insisting that it was
not a remote prospect, but could in fact be realised now.

Two main concerns were expected and, indeed, very quickly voiced.
One was about the potential overlap of a co-operative college with
existing institutions, and the other, the well-known problem of whether
higher education simply resulted in raising a few working people out of
their class. There was much support for Ruskin College and for the work
of the WEA. The Principal of Ruskin himself, Gilbert Slater, entered
the debate to argue that his college was for all working people and, if
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a co-operative college did come into being, it should amalgamate with
his institution.”® Llewelyn Davies was sceptical of Ruskin’s overtures, but
saw the significance of the points raised.”” While sensitive to the idea of
a distinct college, she too questioned where it would fit. Should it just
be for the movement or embrace a diversity of groups and perspectives?
Should there be formal relationships with outside institutions? Should
there be a more general working-class college in the north of England?
She questioned what the position of women would be in any proposed
college. Practical issues were raised about where the college could be
located and how suitable teachers would be found.® Unsurprisingly,
some feared that a college would simply spawn snobs and prigs, who
would turn their back on the movement. In a trenchant criticism, W.
J. Douse, chairman of the Midland Sectional Board, accused the whole
proposal of being undemocratic.3! Even if the college admitted just 1%
of the membership, it would have to cope with 20,000 students. The cost
would bleed the poorest of the membership to enrich the 1% mentally and
economically. Far better, he thought to work with the existing working
men’s colleges. Douse’s specific argument was not widely endorsed, but
the principle underpinning his disapproval remained.

Anticipating objections, Hall observed that Ruskin and the Labour
College did sterling work in their own rights, but co-operators needed
something different. Nor was there any suggestion of relieving public
bodies of their responsibilities but, they too could not meet the special
needs of the co-operative movement. Responding specifically to Slater,
Hall counselled, in the friendliest of terms, that he had missed the point.3?
Ruskin could not cater for co-operative employees, or women, nor be
a centre of research for issues specifically affecting co-operation. The
WEA seems to have taken no umbrage, and an edition of its magazine,
The Highway, was devoted to celebrating the close links between the
organisations, fully endorsing the college proposals.3® Despite the reser-
vations, the great majority of views expressed were favourable, and the
idea rapidly garnered enthusiasm. The Herald Circle estimated that 50
meetings debated the matter, with about 40 passing the resolution in
favour of establishing a college.®* A tangential contribution to the debate,
in the form of a report on the latest Cambridge Summer School, neatly
encapsulated the problems of the existing situation.8> Earnest dons had
welcomed working people to their ancient college located in beautiful
surroundings, and it had all been a most ‘pleasant experience’. The whole
event, however, epitomised stability and the status quo, divorced from the
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exigencies of working-class life. The newer universities, which had a more
modern view of life, might proffer better prospects, but there was still a
danger of working-class people going through university and losing their
values and outlook. Against that, it was clear that the movement needed a
higher level of education and training for its leaders, managers and secre-
taries, to which the best solution was a co-operative college. In 1913, a
start was made with the first co-operative summer school (Fig. 2.2).
After a year of letters and articles, meetings and debates, two position
papers by Hall, printed and circulated by the Education Department, set
out at length the aims and ideals of a college.3¢ On a simply organisa-
tional level, the diversity of co-operative educational opportunities already
available meant that some central institution was required, to act as a
co-ordinating body and to encourage further effort. A college would
‘complete the scheme of Co-operative Education by providing a centre
for higher education in the specialist subjects required ... to provide a
centre for the cultivation of the co-operative spirit ... [and] to undertake
investigations and research’.8” The key component here was to provide

Fig. 2.2 First co-operative summer school 1913, Fred Hall standing in centre.
Co-operative College Collection, with permission Co-operative Heritage Trust
CIO and Co-operative College
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a suitable environment within which co-operative education could take
place. Although the specific knowledge and skills acquired were crucial,
this was not the central purpose of a college. Co-operators needed to be
taught by co-operators in a co-operative atmosphere. It was the habits
of co-operative thinking that needed to be instilled, for example to
understand history through a co-operative perspective. Public education,
or other working-class institutions, could not deliver what the move-
ment needed for its own purposes. Without an appropriate environment,
knowledge on its own had little value unless it was wedded to some defi-
nite social end. Thus, the central purpose of the college was to inspire as
well as to educate: ‘Our motto should be the acquisition of knowledge in
fellowship and through service for use in service’.88

In practical terms, the college would primarily be aimed at teachers
in the movement as they were the means of reaching the membership
but lacked training and operated largely in isolation. It was vital to
bring students together in a place where they could learn as much from
one another as from books and classes. If co-operative teachers could
be brought into the college, even for a week, with improved technical
skills and renewed faith in their ideals, the quality of teaching would
be considerably enhanced. For many, it would probably be impractical
to attend a college for even as little as a week, but this could be allevi-
ated by more systematic correspondence tuition. A permanent staft based
at a college could provide correspondence courses and, with the experi-
ence of classroom teaching, relevant materials. Hall was always in tune
with the liberal aspects of co-operative education, and content to leave
many aspects of technical training to the local authorities. He recog-
nised, however, that the co-operative movement needed education to help
make it more efficient and effective. Better trained managers, secretaries,
salesmen and general employees were essential, although he insisted that
technical training still had to be carried out within a co-operative environ-
ment and ethos. Employees needed to learn that education was for the
benefit of the movement, not solely for their personal advantage.

As the capstone institution of co-operative education, the college
would become the equivalent of a university, which the movement needed
if it was to progress. Universities were emerging as centres of research
and expertise, increasingly central to generating the knowledge base for
modern society, informing the training of teachers and the development
of the educational system. Consequently, Hall envisaged the college as not
merely a place for higher-level teaching, but as a centre for research and
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investigation. The movement had become larger and more complex and
needed basic information, not least about its own operations, to become
more efficient. A more thorough understanding was required. At a fairly
routine level, the college would be a centre for new knowledge and exper-
tise. For instance, if a local society wanted to embark upon new activity,
such as milk delivery, a central repository of information could advise on
how to go about doing so, procedures and likely costs, based on concrete
experience. This would not make the college a mere trade school, but
actively promote co-operative activity in a co-operative way. In addition,
the finances of the movement needed more attention, to understand what
exactly there was in terms of capital, and what variations there were in
managing the dividend. How could a large commercial enterprise func-
tion without knowing how much capital it had? There was also research
to be done on changing trends and patterns of working-class life. Hall
suggested that already there was a shift away from income being devoted
to basic commodities towards services and leisure activities, some of which
ought to be taken on by co-operatives. The essential point was that a large
organisation needed to understand its own nature and operational context
in a more informed way.

Somewhat optimistically, Hall envisaged no difficulty in financing the
college. The movement already dedicated large sums towards education,
the majority of which, he felt, went to less than desirable purposes. If
some of this could be diverted to the college, then there should be no
problems. Moreover, local societies, trade unions or the Central Educa-
tion Committee itself could sponsor students, if not every year, then at
regular intervals. Ideally, students would attend for a year or two, but
shorter periods would also be beneficial. With appropriate finances, there
should be sufficient students to make the college viable. Students might
be attracted from overseas, which would enhance the experience. Hall
took it for ‘granted that the college would be established in some country
district where the work could be carried on under the best conditions”.3”
Somewhere pleasant would be nice for summer and weekend meetings,
where students might combine short spells of study with a holiday. In the
interim, however, he acknowledged that modest beginnings were more
likely. A few rooms in Holyoake House, constructed in Manchester to
house the Co-operative Union in 1911, would suffice and the college
would have to prove its worth before organisations would be prepared to
fund it too lavishly (Fig. 2.3).
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Fig. 2.3 Holyoake House, Manchester, head of the Co-operative Union where
the College would start in 1919 and return to in 2000. Co-operative College
Collection, with permission Co-operative Heritage Trust CIO and Co-operative
College

Before the First World War, a co-operative college remained an aspira-
tion, but one with a good deal of momentum behind it. A concerted
campaign led by an energetic circle of educationalists had propagated
widespread interest in the idea from across the movement. Despite
misgivings, there were few arguments against the higher education of co-
operators within a distinctive setting and ethos. It is remarkable how far
the movement had travelled in little more than a decade. At the end of the
nineteenth century, while committed in principle, co-operative education
had stagnated, its purpose apparently superseded by the general expan-
sion of education. Throughout the Edwardian period, spurred by state
measures that threatened the development of popular education, and
by revived enthusiasm and leadership within the movement, co-operative
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education was revised and expanded on a large scale that raised the possi-
bility of implementing even more ambitious plans—the basis on which
discussions of higher levels of education could take place. The higher
education of the working classes was now an issue of growing national
importance. How to foster a leadership cadre for the emerging labour
movement exercised both those within the ranks, and the established
authorities. Generalised institutions for labour education, though impor-
tant, could not meet the requirements of the co-operative movement.
What was needed, in the eyes of Hall and his followers, was a Co-operative
College.
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CHAPTER 3

The Formation of the Co-operative College
and the Interwar Years

In the early summer of 1914, the prospects for a Co-operative College
seemed set fair with many new supporters. No-one could have fore-
seen the devastation of the next four years, which profoundly affected
the co-operative movement as it did the rest of the nation. Although
wartime prevented progress towards a new institution, elements ‘of a
college character’ were implemented which exemplified what could be
achieved. Led by Hall, the nucleus of a college staff assembled at
Holyoake House in Manchester. Summer schools specifically for co-
operators proved popular, despite the war. The great wartime survey
of co-operative activities drew extensively on the expertise and research
capacity of Hall and his colleagues. On a broader front, the demands of
the conflict highlighted the national need to enhance levels of education,
and co-operators welcomed new educational legislation and government
initiatives. In many respects, however, relationships between the co-
operative movement and the state seriously declined during the war,
prompting a fundamental re-think of the movement’s political stance.
During the interwar period, although co-operation expanded, the
movement was somewhat embattled. The deleterious effects of the social
and economic upheavals of the 1920s and 1930s were compounded by
the power of corporate cartels, bolstered by influential press barons and
acquiescent governments. It thus became even more imperative for the
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movement to instil co-operative ideals and identity among the member-
ship. An expansion of the educational programme was planned with the
anticipated capstone of a college. In the optimistic aftermath of the war,
the 1919 Congress formally passed a resolution to bring the Co-operative
College into being. The timing was again unfortunate, as the series of
interwar depressions made fundraising extremely difficult. Converting the
desires of the Edwardian period into institutional reality was too much,
and a bespoke college edifice in a pleasant rural location failed to materi-
alise. Co-operators persevered with discussions about a college and what
its role should be. Even so, a good deal was achieved through the interwar
years, with considerable expansion of the educational programme. A func-
tioning college did take shape, albeit on a relatively modest scale, with a
body of students from around the world, studying and living together.

WORK OF A COLLEGE CHARACTER

By early 1914, after almost two years of energetic campaigning, the
Herald Circle believed a college was now a practical possibility. Hall wrote
to the Central Education Committee (CEC), requesting a conference
to take the matter forward.! In turn, the CEC requested the United
Board to convene a meeting to review the issue formally, which duly took
place at Holyoake House on 9th May.? Following suggestions by Hall,
several bodies sent delegates, representing various parts of the country
and branches of the movement.® Rae and Margaret Llewelyn Davies
introduced the session, largely avoiding practical issues of cost, manage-
ment and structure. They spoke of the need for modest beginnings, with
teaching initially in Holyoake House and a rented hostel for students.
Only when the value of the college had been verified, and funds had
gradually accumulated, could a bespoke building be contemplated. For
the most part, the conference recapitulated the views that had circulated
through the co-operative press over the previous year. A few were appre-
hensive about costs, including one who thought the projections were too
low. The familiar misgiving about the potentially divisive effects of higher
education, which might reproduce class divisions rather than overcome
them, was repeated but, overwhelmingly, the delegates were in favour.
Resolutions were passed unanimously to approve the proposal to establish
a Co-operative College and to form a provisional committee to under-
take preliminary work. The United Board was tasked with continuing
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to promote the project, and to begin appropriate educational work at
Holyoake House and at summer schools.

The summer of 1914 was an unpropitious season to launch a great
new venture and, as with so many aspects of national life, the outbreak
of the First World War limited the extent of what could be achieved.
Nevertheless, valuable groundwork was laid down during the war years.
There was no let-up in propaganda, which was not left solely to the
auspices of the United Board. Anticipating a renewed surge of interest
from the May meeting, the Herald Circle launched a more profession-
ally designed and printed magazine.* A grandiose front cover depicted a
classical portico fronted by impressive staircase, which sought to illustrate
the steps by which a co-operator progressed, both in education and in
aspiration (Fig. 3.1). Starting with early child-training in junior classes,
the stages ascended through tutorial classes, the students’ fellowships and
the Men’s and Women’s Guilds. As they climbed higher, students steadily
acquired greater powers of self-expression and association, finally reaching
the gateway that led to full co-operative citizenship. The remodelling
of the curriculum during the Edwardian period had already built the
steps, what was required now was the college as their ultimate destina-
tion. The invocation of the ancient world no doubt added some kudos to
the proposal although an imposing classical temple was perhaps not the
most suitable image for the college, so it was probably as well that the
publication was aimed at initiates of the Herald Circle. Inside the maga-
zine, articles rehearsed the familiar arguments in favour of the college, to
provide ammunition for debate and to buoy up morale.® Incrementally,
the Circle expanded through individual and organisational membership,
helping to keep the college idea before the movement and adding useful
subscriptions.®

Propaganda was invaluable, but the more important matter was to give
substance to actual college work. Key to this end was the formation of
an educational staff, especially the appointment by the United Board, in
Spring 1915, of Fred Hall as ‘Adviser of Studies’.” It was an obvious,
and fortunate, choice. His background and vigorous leadership meant
that Hall was by far the most prominent exponent of the college idea,
having energetically led the campaign for several years. The following year,
Miss F. M. Bradley was recruited as ‘Lady Assistant’ in the Educational
Department. She was an MA alumna of Manchester University, with
a background in co-operative teaching and research, having worked as
a research student at the Fielden Demonstration School and currently
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teaching at a pupil-teacher centre. The nucleus of a permanent teaching
staff, with higher-level qualifications, was gradually forming at Holyoake
House, where the Co-operative Union was based.

Through the war years, the most concrete form that college work took
was an expanding series of summer schools, officially operated by the
Central Education Committee, but drawing substantially on Hall and
his colleagues. Working people, who could not attend the universities
full time, could at least enjoy a week or two of a university-like envi-
ronment, where they could attend high-level classes and socialise with
students outside the classroom. They helped to articulate a sense of co-
operative renewal. Following informal discussions, a small summer school
for co-operators took place at Castleton in 1913.° The next year, the
College Herald advertised a far more ambitious undertaking for the whole
four weeks of August 1914, to be held at Arnside in Lancashire, where a
private school with appropriate accommodation in its own grounds had
been secured.!® Charges were fixed at 28s for men, 26s for women with
about 60 places available. Despite the unfortunate timing, the event went
ahead and, although reduced on account of the outbreak of war, about
40 people showed up for each of the four weeks.!! Students came from
all four nations and all parts of England, including teachers, committee
members, educational secretaries as well as employees. Classes included
representatives of the Co-operative Union, Women’s, and Men’s Guilds,
the CWS, International Co-operative Alliance, Amalgamated Union of
Co-operative Employees (AUCE) and Students’ Fellowship.

Building on success, the following year saw two summer schools, with
a return trip to Arnside, and an experimental excursion to Dunblane
in Scotland.!?> There were some misgivings about the Scottish version
where there was less of a co-operative educational tradition on which to
draw. Ultimately, however, with 20 students in the first week and 15 in
the second, the event was considered a distinct success. Back at Arnside,
numbers rose to 72 in the first week, just over 60 in each of the middle
weeks, and 46 in the final week. Lecturers and staff added another 15
or so to the total. It was encouraging that more students came from
Wales and the South of England than previously. A significant number
were aided by scholarships from their home societies, amounting to over
70 of the total. Birkenhead was praised for making seven awards, with
additional members making return visits at their own expense. Educators
were not sure whether more than 50 people would undermine the friendly
association sought by the summer schools. In the end, both events were
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regarded with satisfaction, including welcome indications of a greater
presence of those from the trading and administrative departments.

Besides an official report, the next edition of the College Herald
featured some of the students’ impressions. A participant at Dunblane
described his initial apprehension that was soon banished by the warmth
and earnestness of the occasion. He also felt comparatively unprepared,
reflecting the relatively undeveloped state of co-operative education north
of the border, which made some of the material a little difficult to follow.
A selection of students’ perspectives on the schools repeated tropes of
serious study, healthy exercise and good companionship. The timetable
revolved around a series of morning and evening lectures, with supple-
mentary classes for the more advanced students. At a residential event,
however, debate and discussion spilled over beyond the formal sessions,
even long into the night, replicating a university experience. The social
side of afternoon excursions and evening entertainments was undoubt-
edly important in bringing together different elements of co-operation
from diverse parts of the country.

For the Summer School gives one a taste of university life at its best: the
constant communication of kindred spirits. Life was one endless round of
jolly friendship, in which shop assistant and public servant, clerk and school
teacher, all eager to learn and to teach, fraternised in the common pursuit
of knowledge under the light and kindly leadership of Professor Hall.13

Hall was the mainstay at most of the schools, ably assisted by Miss Bradley
and speakers such as Rae. Hall was most impressed by the capacity of
summer schools to intersperse ‘formal instruction’ with ‘informal talks ...
on the walks, on the picnics, at the dining-table, and in the innumerable
talks in the little groups that form...’'* Hall must have been gratified
by the student’s report that participants returned to their home districts
‘missionaries for the movement, makers of the co-operative State to be’.1?

In 1916, demand multiplied, spurring the CEC to experiment with
a third school at the Working Men’s College in London. Being non-
residential, there was no accommodation on site, although there were
plentiful lodgings close by and all meals were laid on, so students
could at least stay together during the day.'® The trial caught on and
regular London meetings were planned.!” The main English school, still
in Lancashire but relocated to Lytham, had about 250 in attendance
over four weeks, and the Scottish event thrived. Increased popularity led
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to some disquiet about how to accommodate different levels of experi-
ence and expertise, but it was a problem that the organisers were pleased
to have. By 1917, a total of six schools spread across 16 weeks was in
prospect, even if wartime exigencies meant that some did not go ahead.
Comparable initiatives were also being explored. Plymouth organised a
small, but successful, week-long meeting at its own holiday home.!® Few
could regard central Manchester as an excursion destination but, catching
the mood, Holyoake House experimented with a week-long school for
students in the Manchester region, featuring a series of afternoon and
evening lectures, averaging 37 students per session. Although lacking
the social side of a residential school, it too was thought worthwhile.!”
Stalwarts of the summer schools, Birkenhead and Liverpool societies,
spawned the idea of a weekend school which quickly caught on, espe-
cially during the traditional Easter meeting season.?? Of a more informal
and sociable character, alumni of the summer schools began organising
reunions, with meetings taking place in Glasgow, London, Birkenhead
and Manchester.?!

In addition to learning and sociability, a further aim of the College
was to serve as a place of research and investigation into the issues
and problems facing the movement. Serendipitously, an opportunity for
research came with the survey initiated at the Dublin Congress of 1914,
where the Central Board was instructed ‘to make arrangements for a
great co-operative stocktaking’.?? To undertake this fundamental review
of the movement’s operations and organisation, a General Co-operative
Survey Committee was established with four sub-committees tasked with
reviewing Production, Distribution (which were soon merged into one
dealing with Trade), Education and the Constitution.?> Hall, on his
appointment as Adviser of Studies, quickly took on a central role in
driving forward the survey, conducting some basic research on key statis-
tical measures.”* Members of the Herald Circle were enlisted to assist
with the number-crunching, and the data compiled added appreciably
to the impact of the survey.?® In 1916, when an interim report on
trade was presented to the Lancaster Congress, the value of the statis-
tical research was evident, even when making unpalatable points. ‘It is
not pleasing to know’ one delegate observed, ‘that the average sales per
member are no higher than they were in 1881, that working expenses are
increasing, that the sales per distributive employee have fallen and that
societies seem to use only half of their total capital in their own undertak-
ings’. That knowledge, however, was crucial in raising awareness of key
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issues.?® Suitably impressed, the CEC found resources for two short-term
research scholarships.>” The contribution made by Hall and colleagues
to this major survey of co-operative activity undoubtedly added mate-
rially to the arguments in favour of a college. The case became more
compelling against the deteriorating environment in which co-operation
more generally found itself.

Inevitably, the vicissitudes of war infiltrated the co-operative move-
ment.?® In a direct sense, co-operative activity was affected by members
and employees joining up for the armed forces and premises being
commandeered for war work. An organisation substantially based on retail
suffered from shortages of commodities and the effects of rationing.
Strangely, although state intervention and co-ordination of national life
expanded prodigiously during the war, there was little attempt by the
government to draw on the widespread networks, expertise and collective
cthos of the co-operative movement to help co-ordinate supplies or regu-
late prices. Representatives from local societies were eventually included
on food control bodies, but with little apparent effect. At a local level,
some societies felt that they were unfairly treated by recruitment tribunals,
which exempted employees from private shops, but not from co-operative
stores. On a national scale, the Prime Minister from 1916, David Lloyd
George, incorporated businessmen from private industry into the national
war effort who were openly hostile to co-operation. One specific move
by the government epitomised the problems facing the movement. The
Excess Profits Tax was designed to curb profiteering by businesses that
had benefitted from huge orders during the war. The co-operative divi-
dend, which was re-distributed to ordinary members, however, was also
defined as a corporate profit drawing the same swingeing taxes. The
state and business co-ordinated assault upon co-operation provoked a
radical re-think about the long-held refusal to enter the political arena.
In 1917, overturning decades of formal neutrality, the Co-operative Party
was established, to defend co-operative interests in parliament.

The all-consuming demands of the conflict impacted educational provi-
sion.?? Paradoxically, as the provision of education deteriorated, the
issue began to grow in national consciousness as a priority for post-war
reconstruction. The war itself made huge demands on specialist knowl-
edge, especially in scientific, technical and commercial areas, including
accounting. Peace would bring even greater requirements for experts
and a more highly trained workforce. The Board of Education drew
up ambitious plans to enhance higher and technical education and the
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1918 Education Act proposed to raise the school leaving age from 12 to
14 and create day continuation schools for 14- to 16-year-olds, so they
could continue in part-time education as they began their first jobs. Co-
operative educators enthusiastically welcomed the legislation, although
they sounded a note of caution.3? Previous experience around the 1902
Education Act made many within the movement suspicious of state inter-
vention, and the singularly poor treatment of co-operation during the
war added to the scepticism. State models would inevitably promote
capitalist messages of education for individuals ‘getting on’, rather than
for collective improvement. By contrast, co-operative employees needed
to understand that they were ‘employed not to produce private profits,
but to provide social advantage for the community’.3! The 1918 Act
opened up some opportunities for co-operation. Educational authorities
would have to engage with employers, and there might even be scope for
drawing on public resources for adult education classes. When the imple-
mentation of the act was delayed by the post-war economic downturn
and devastating cuts to reforms introduced, co-operators suspected the
government of seeking to evade its promises to working people.3?

Although the day continuation school initiative was not quite dead,
indeed a successful co-operative-backed venture in Manchester went on
to thrive, co-operative educators recognised the need to use its own
resources to develop co-operative education.?® The war years, however,
had confirmed the need for greater appreciation across the movement
of what co-operation was all about even if ordinary members had not
all apprehended the threat from the state. From a grassroots level,
members needed to understand what was distinctive and valuable about
co-operation, beyond the store and the ‘divi’. As the new Co-operative
Party had a responsibility to defend the cause in the political sphere, a
major undertaking was required to educate members in the nature of co-
operation, and to train employees to be both technically proficient and
fully imbued with co-operative values. In 1917, Hall avowed that the
‘present situation has made us realise, as never before, that our educa-
tional work is not something separate and apart from other forms of
co-operative activity, but a form of activity closely related to all others’.3*
A fully-formed college would help to drive forward this vital work for the
movement.
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REALISING THE COLLEGE

Developments during the war helped to cement the importance of what a
college might achieve. The embattled position of co-operation during the
war highlighted the need to preserve distinctive values and for enhanced
levels of expertise among employees able to confront growing, and
increasingly hostile, competition. The success enjoyed by the summer
schools offered clear evidence of demand for concentrated and higher-
level education. On a purely practical level, the popularity of the summer
and weekend schools signalled that it would make financial sense to
acquire a suitable building in which to accommodate them. In addi-
tion, the co-operative survey and related statistical research demonstrated
the potential value of a research arm. Active campaigning resulted in an
accumulating number of resolutions in favour of a college.

As the conflict drew to a close, there was a concerted effort to make
progress towards a college. There were deliberations about whether a
college could serve as a living national co-operative war memorial, a more
progressive and forward-looking acknowledgement of the sacrifice made
by co-operators, rather than a lifeless monument.3® Seizing on the idea,
the Central Education Committee pressed the United Board to adopt the
proposal, submitting a fully worked out and costed scheme, combined
with an emotional appeal.3® Making the college a memorial, they urged,
would impress public opinion, garner enthusiasm and induce generous
support. Although largely in favour, the United Board was apprehensive
that a call for donations to a college fund at that time might under-
mine their own appeal for subscriptions, and so deferred the decision.
Educational campaigners were unimpressed by this stance and took to the
press to air their views, resulting in another round of somewhat inconclu-
sive meetings, which confused matters by conflating a potential college
with the refurbishment of Holyoake House.3” Ultimately, the matter was
forced at the 1919 Carlisle Congress, at which Walsall and District society
drew together several strands into a clear resolution, which moved:

That this Congress is of opinion that a co-operative college is essential
to the welfare and development of the co-operative movement, and that
no worthier memorial of the peace and of those co-operators who have
served and fallen in the war could be established than an institution for the
dissemination of the principles of co-operation and harmony in individual
and international relationships. It, therefore, instructs the Central Board to
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organise a fund forthwith for the establishment of such a college to which
co-operators and co-operation organisations may be invited to subscribe.38

The resolution was passed and the movement was committed to the
creation of a Co-operative College.

The College was set up under the administration of the Central
Education Committee with a threefold set of objects:

To complete the scheme of co-operative education by providing a centre
for higher education in the specialised subjects required for the full equip-
ment of the co-operator, and the further development of efficiency in the
co-operative movement.

To provide a centre for the cultivation of the co-operative spirit, the gener-
ation of enthusiasm for the application of co-operative principles, and the
inspiring of students for service in the cause of co-operation ...

To undertake investigations and research that are calculated to aid the
general development and progress of co-operation, and stimulate the
application of co-operative principles in the solution of social problems.3?

The first object made clear that the college was never intended as
a stand-alone institution but rather as the apex of the entire co-operative
educational endeavour. Hall’s role as Adviser of Studies embraced the
whole of the movement’s educational activities of which the College was
a part. The breadth of activity had expanded markedly from the turn
of the century and his appointment presaged an even greater expansion.
Hall’s priorities for co-operative education and its future needs were to re-
educate the membership in core values and principles, to link education
more firmly with trading effectiveness and to open up co-operative and
social issues.* In practical terms, the curriculum had to expand further,
with careful sub-division of subjects and those interested in education
had to be mobilised more effectively via a special educational magazine.
The latter need would be met with the formation of a new Educational
League and the launch of The Co-operative Educator*' Tts campaigning
work done, the College Herald Circle dissolved into the new League and
their circular incorporated into the journal.

Reworking the curriculum took longer, and became a continuous
process, undertaken with enthusiasm and ambition. Setting out his aspi-
rations just after the war, Hall avowed that co-operation had to remain
central to the whole educational programme, since comprehending the
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underlying history and principles was essential grounding for more prac-
tical and advanced work.*? History and Economics retained a high profile,
with Hall aiming to build on his summer school classes in ‘the welfare of
the group’ as a foundation for a theory of co-operative economics. More
space was allocated to Citizenship and Sociology with classes in Educa-
tion and Propaganda. A novel category of Emergency Classes to deal with
urgent issues was proposed and the first sessions were devoted to Income
Tax and After-war Problems. Likewise, there were plans to introduce a
programme of special co-operative subjects that could provide a focus for
debate. In many respects, the revised programme built on the foundations
laid before the war, but accentuated the centrality of Co-operation, while
adding social topics and studies of contemporary issues. In keeping with
pre-war approaches, graduated steps led from elementary introductions
to an honours level, each stage accompanied by appropriate syllabuses,
textbooks and examinations, devised and largely written by Hall and
his colleagues.*3 Hall would pursue this work and, in 1934, with W.D.
Watkins, would publish Co-operation; over the coming decades students
would affectionately refer to ‘Hall and Watkins’ as a sort of co-operative
bible.

In the challenges facing co-operation after the war, Hall saw the imme-
diate priority as shoring up co-operative values and confronting social
issues. Overt hostility to co-operation was a fact of life, fanned by vitriolic
outpourings in sections of the popular press.** The problems, however,
were not solely of ethos and morale, but were directly threatening to the
basic co-operative business model.*> Although co-operation continued to
grow, with notable expansion in the Midlands and South of England, the
economic upheavals of the interwar period had a profound impact on
the traditional strongholds in the Northeast and Northwest. At the same
time, capitalist industry was becoming more organised with the ominous
emergence of powerful cartels, actively encouraged by government. The
growth of state technical education ignored co-operative models and
major corporate employers were investing in the training of their work-
force.*0 Tt was essential for the co-operative movement to augment the
skill and efficiency of their employees, and to keep pace with capitalist
competitors. During the 1920s and 1930s, the vocational side of the
programme was comprehensively revised, especially for junior recruits.*”

Traditionally, senior posts and store managers had been promoted
from within the ranks yet, typically, juniors entered employment with an
inadequate elementary schooling. Training for new entrants, then, really
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had to start with remedial classes in English and Arithmetic, plus some
basic bookkeeping. This was followed up with an Introductory Course,
which took the employee to a point where training began to specialise
into either front-of-house salesmanship, or back-office administration.
Each branch had a four-stage programme going up to full managerial
levels. On the shop side, an Apprentices course was succeeded by one
for Salesmen, leading to an Ordinary and Honours Managers’ Course.
For office workers, there was a Clerks’ Course and then one on Book-
keeping followed by a Secretarial Course split into two parts. In principle,
a complete scheme of training proceeded ‘from the day of their first
entry as a junior employee ... to the day when they secure the highest
diploma the movement can offer them as a certified manager, secretary or
auditor’.*® At each stage of their career, however, from office juniors to
store managers, co-operative employees had to demonstrate their under-
standing of the history and principles of co-operation before they could
proceed from one level to the next.

In the decade after the First World War, the prodigious efforts put into
revising and expanding the educational programme paid dividends, as the
number of classes and students rose.*” In keeping with the main emphasis
of the programme, the single most important subject was Co-operation,
especially at junior level where 538 classes were formed enrolling 19,379
students in 1921 /22, growing to 728 classes and over 25,000 students
in 1930/31 (Figs. 3.2 and 3.3).>% Adult Co-operation also rose from
281 successful students just after the war to 249 classes enrolling 6,152
a decade later. A noticeable new area of growth was the intermediate
classes in Co-operation. In 1921-22, 53 candidates were successtul in
History, Economics and Citizenship. By 1930-31, there were 124 classes
enrolling 3,809 in the social sciences. In addition, there was take-up of the
vocational subjects, and from the beginning of the 1920s, a total of 2,753
were enrolled; after ten years, there were 725 classes catering for over
14,000 students. Despite success, educators still complained about the
lack of commitment from members, employees and societies.?! Although
the object of education was not to pass examinations, woeful results were
frequently commented on with the examiner’s report on Bookkeeping
making ‘dismal reading’.>? Failure rates were indeed horrific. In 1931, of
2,948 entered for examination in Intermediate and Adult Co-operation
only 1,031 were issued with certificates.>® Less than half of the almost
12,000 candidates in the technical subjects that year achieved a certificate.
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Fig. 3.2 Two certificates showing stages of achievement in the study of Co-
operation across the age range—here a junior certificate. Co-operative College
Collection, with permission Co-operative Heritage Trust CIO and Co-operative
College

Most classes were delivered at a local level by societies, especially the
junior classes in Co-operation.>* Suitable teachers for youngsters could
be found, especially when materials were readily available. Lists of poten-
tial teachers were circulated with the annual Educational Programme for
more advanced courses. On the vocational side, employee training was
regarded, sometimes contentiously, as the responsibility of store managers
rather than societies’ educational secretaries. Again, classes in basic book-
keeping or salesmanship were not deemed too onerous for stores to
facilitate. For most of the advanced level classes, tuition was based on
correspondence, which fell to the Holyoake House team. In 1930-31,
they dealt directly with 1,608 students in 37 different subjects. In 1920,
two men and two women were appointed but they had a prodigious
workload which included direct teaching for the college, summer schools,
correspondence work and occasional lectures, producing syllabuses for
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Fig. 3.3 An adult certificate. Co-operative College Collection, with permission
Co-operative Heritage Trust CIO and Co-operative College
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the multiple-level courses in a plethora of subjects, writing and marking
examination papers, and developing educational materials and textbooks.
Despite some criticisms, it is doubtful whether the educational team
could have done more. Some respite arrived during the 1930s, when
several societies clubbed together to organise regional systems of itinerant
expert lectures in the more specialised technical topics.>® Many societies
also formalised agreements with local authorities to administer technical
courses.

During the interwar period, co-operative education expanded impres-
sively, in breadth, depth and reach. Building on solid foundations laid
over the previous decades, the curriculum was considerably enhanced,
especially with classes of an advanced level in historical, social science
and commercial subjects. A core team of academic staft was crystallising
around the Adviser of Studies, day and evening classes were running at
Holyoake House, and research work was underway. All this contributed to
work ‘of a college type’ and eftectively constituted a Co-operative College
of a kind. Yet, it was not really what either its supporters, or the resolu-
tion passed at the Carlisle Congress, envisaged as a Co-operative College.
Although no-one publicly advocated an elaborate edifice, still a college
was thought to require some form of distinct physical existence. This
necessitated a fund, which Congress had instructed the United Board
to establish. The campaign had not referred to the scale of resources
required. Hall seems to have given the matter little consideration, confi-
dent that requisite funds would be forthcoming.’® A figure of £50,000
had been floated and, without any detailed costings and some doubts
about whether it would suffice, this was set as the target, to be divided
between a building, equipment and endowment.®” Towards the end of
1919, an appeal was issued and a joint committee of the United Board
and the Central Education Committee was created to manage the fund
and to seek suitable premises. Well-wishers were sure that a special college
building would soon be in place—‘it is unthinkable that a single co-
operator will refuse to agree to pay at the rate of 4d per member, if the
case for the co-operative college is clearly stated...”.>8

A year after the appeal launch, the college fund stood at a disappointing
£15,000 worth of promises from about 200 societies and individuals.>
Somewhat deflated by the initial response, the College Sub-Committee
conceded that it would take time for societies to deal with the matter
where local circumstances had to be taken into account. They reassured
themselves that the appeal had been well received and had fostered a
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huge amount of activity to advertise the scheme. Some larger societies,
such as Leicester, Walsall, Kinning Park, and Sheffield and Eccleshall,
quickly agreed almost £500 apiece and smaller societies were propor-
tionately generous. But throughout 1921, as the recession began to bite,
progress slowed. A serious blow landed when it appeared that the CWS
had agreed a donation of £10,000, only for the decision to be rescinded
following serious trading losses.? With the ongoing depression in trade,
no further appeals were made and the fund grew only marginally.®! By
1925, the promises had climbed to just £17,621, of which £8,766 had
actually been received, and the figure did not rise above that level for the
rest of the decade. In the early 1930s, there was a slight increase, after
which the fund was not separately reported. Undoubtedly, the timing of
the appeal amid straightened economic circumstances was unfortunate,
although it was still a bitter rebuttal of the sanguine assumptions made
by Hall and his collaborators just a few years previously.

In fact, there was enough to make a start. From the beginning of the
campaign, acquiring a special building was a key goal. Holyoake House
was primarily an administrative centre, the Headquarters of the Co-
operative Union, not an educational establishment for advanced teaching
and research. Hall had dreamed of a pleasant rural spot, but later saw
the advantage of a more urban location.® As soon as it was formed, the
College Sub-Committee began searching for suitable premises and got so
far as organising a delegation to view a property in Didsbury, a few miles
south of Manchester city centre.3 The site was summarily dismissed as
‘hardly suitable or in keeping with their conception of what the college
should be’.%* As fundraising stalled, sights were lowered towards contin-
uing teaching at Holyoake House, but looking for a smaller house that
could be used as a hostel, which might encourage more students to
come into residence.®® After several viewings, an appropriate location
was found in ‘Thorncliffe’, a villa in Vine Street, Kersal, a short tram
ride from Holyoake House on the edge of the moors. The hostel was
decorated by Pendleton Society’s Painting Department, fitted out by the
CWS to accommodate about 36 students, and formally opened in 1924.%6
Purchasing and equipping Thorncliffe cost £5,679, halving the £11,926,
which had actually been paid into the building fund.®” Although not a full
college as initially conceived, a hostel at least allowed for the development
of some kind of collegiate atmosphere and ethos. ‘Until a common home
in which the students could live together was provided, they were not
able to get the full advantage of studying together’.%% A few years later,
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in 1932, a good deal of the remainder of the building fund was spent
on acquiring and refurbishing the adjoining house, “The Heath’ and its
grounds, to expand accommodation.®”

Teaching staft, buildings and equipment were one side of the colle-
giate equation; attracting students to take advantage of them was the
other. Fees for a year’s tuition were 12 guineas and lodgings in the district
about 30s a week, so working co-operators also needed resources if they
were to undertake a period of dedicated study.”” Starting with £500 from
an anonymous benefactor, termed ‘infans’, and £500 from the Kinning
Park society, the number and range of scholarships grew steadily during
the interwar period.”! By the mid-1920s, there were nine offered by
or through the Co-operative Union, including the two original dona-
tions and two scholarships named after Thomas Blandford. In 1925, a
special appeal was issued by the Union for scholarship funds, and the
£180 received paid for three National Co-operative Scholarships of £60
each. Individual societies sponsored six students of their own and the
CWS paid for two scholarships. Any society donating over £60 was enti-
tled to have a scholarship allocated to their area, and the CEC hoped that
all societies would ultimately sign up for the scheme. The national appeal
became an annual feature for educational secretaries and helping local
students became a popular educational outlet for societies which made
use of named memorials to individuals even though they were not always
renewed and might not allow for a full year’s tuition. In the mid-1930s,
the national fund stood at just over £300, which allowed for three schol-
arships of £60 and another of £90.”2 Meanwhile ten societies between
them funded 15 scholarships, with two each from London and Bristol
and four from Royal Arsenal. An additional three were paid for by the
CWS and SCWS. Although the sums were not princely, indeed rather less
than the Neale and Hughes scholarships tenable at Oriel College Oxford,
and far from what was aspired to, there was enough in the pot to sustain
active college life in north Manchester.

COLLEGE LIFE

Holyoake House was not an ideal location, but it did mean that work
could begin straight away. There was a teaching staft, and plentiful mate-
rials for advanced work. As soon as the College was called into being, a
prospectus was issued for the first session and students attempted to repre-
sent the College visually (Fig. 3.4).”7% There was instruction in subjects
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from across the educational programme. Students were able to choose
which subjects they wanted to study and classes were put on at conve-
nient times. Evening classes could also be put on for local students who
could not make it during the day. Fees of 12 guineas were payable for
a full session, from October to June, comprising 12-15 hours’ tuition
a week; for a term of three months, five guineas and special arrange-
ments could be made for those who were only able to attend for shorter
periods. The course included site visits to a variety of co-operative works
in the area. Five teaching staff were listed, with Hall as Principal, two male
and two female lecturers, plus occasional lecturers, a library and librarian.
Unsurprisingly, despite the student-centred flexibility, College work began
rather modestly with just a few students.”* One of the lecturers, W. P.
Watkins, provides an invaluable insight into life at the college in the early
years, describing it as

rich in experience but poor in having no money or house of its own ...
students worked in the boardroom as this was one of the least used rooms
... The tutors had their desks in a corner room on the second floor divided
from the meeting room via a folding glazed scheme. When the boardroom
was required ... the students migrated to the library where there were large
tables. If the library was already occupied by a meeting, they might be able
to use the room of the Union’s solicitor ... if all three were occupied there
was nowhere else. The students had no common life. They lived in private
lodgings in different parts of the Manchester conurbation.”?

Despite the lack of separate facilities and limited head count of
students, Watkins clearly perceived the College to have started.

Opening the hostel marked a turning point, allowing for the devel-
opment of a collegiate life, which in turn encouraged the growth of
scholarships.”® During the 1925-26 session, there were 26 full-time
students on the books, including four women, of whom 18 were in
receipt of funding.”” UK students were predominantly from the north
and midlands of England, with outliers from Edinburgh, Bristol and
Portsmouth. At the end of the decade, numbers had grown to 32,
although there were just two women.”® Twenty-two students were in
receipt of scholarships or were paid for by their home governments,
and the rest came at their own expense. Not everyone attended for
the whole session. Under half were able to stay for a full nine-month
period, 15 for two terms amounting to 6 months, and four for just three
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Fig. 3.4 Co-operative College logo in the 1920s attempts to capture a sense of
the College as the apex of a complex multi-dimensional movement. Co-operative
College Collection, with permission Co-operative Heritage Trust CIO and Co-
operative College
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months. Numbers faltered a little during the early 1930s depression but
began to pick up again by the middle of the decade. In the 1935-36
session, 35 students were in attendance, only one of the home students
paying privately.”? About half of the students came for nine months,
the other half for six or, more rarely, for three months. Successes at the
College were reported in the local press.8? There were only three women,
and two of those for three months. It is not very surprising that there
were few women at the College, although less than 10% was perhaps
disappointing.8! It may be that, on top of the expected restrictions on
women studying, they were overlooked as recipients of scholarships.5?
However, some were able to buck the trend including Joan Robinson
who gained a Co-operative Union scholarship for the College, before
going on to lecture in the Potteries and gain a scholarship to Ruskin
College in 1928.83 Women teachers were also an important component
of the College staff. As the 1930s drew to a close, patterns of attendance
stabilised.*

From its inception, there was an important international dimension.
This had not figured much in the campaigns for the College, but it soon
became recognised as a significant feature. Appeals to societies for funds
for scholarships highlight the presence of international students and, by
the 1930s, the benefits of the ‘international character’ of the college are
strongly emphasised in the appeals letters.3> One of the very first students,
T. E. Shonk, was from Australia, having arrived in England after serving
during the war.3¢ In a farewell account, he explained that Co-operation
was not deeply rooted in his native land and he particularly welcomed
the opportunity to discuss issues not immediately apparent from the text-
books and to explore the application of principles to everyday life. He had
arrived as a student, but left as an advocate, keen to spread the gospel of
co-operation in his home country. Another early arrival was from India.8”
Legislation in 1904 had created an Indian government bureaucracy to
promote and manage a new co-operative sector with registrars heading up
large departments whose staff needed training in both co-operative princi-
ples and practice—a model that would be applied elsewhere in the empire
primarily in the years following the Second World War (Fig. 3.5).88 Most
were trained locally, such as at the Bihar and Orissa Co-operative Institute,
but it is clear that the UK College drew in a steady flow of students from
India during the interwar years.®? Many went back to become inspectors
or assistant registrars and, in one case, to manage a co-operative training
institute in Madras.”®
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Bombay eoopernﬂve Department.
Poona 28th August 1914, -

Fig. 3.5 Bombay Co-operative Department (Bombay State was later renamed
Mabharashtra and Poona (renamed Pune)). Co-operative College Collection, with
permission Co-operative Heritage Trust CIO and Co-operative College

Egypt and China often sent students at government expense. For the
former, legislation was introduced in 1923 and 1927 and one of the
students from 1928-30, Abdel Latif Fahmy Amer, later became Chief
Inspector of Co-operatives.”! Students also came from Europe, espe-
cially Scandinavia, and from North America. From the 1925 session,
a regular exchange started between the College and the International
People’s High School at Elsinore in Denmark.”? Towards the end of the
interwar period, there was a notable increase of international students to a
dozen, out of a total of 37, and from a broader geographical area, ranging
from the USA to South Africa, Iceland and Hungary.”® Writing in 1952,
Watkins commented on the international influence of the college model
during the interwar years:
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The idea that the national Co-operative Union should have a permanent
school either at, or easily accessible to its headquarters, was swiftly appre-
ciated and applied. Within a very few years Finland, Germany, France
and Switzerland had emulated Britain or surpassed her in the provision
made for co-operative teaching institutions. Somewhat later, but before
the gicond World War, the USA, Denmark, Austria, and Holland followed
suit.

By September 1926, over 400 visitors had stayed at the hostel from over
14 countries, which helped the hostel to become almost self-sufficient.®
Soon, of course, international travel became more difficult.

Closer to home, correspondence classes were a central feature of the
College’s work, and evening classes were available for local students.
College staff ran extension-style classes.”® Higher-level studies were chan-
nelled through the college authorities, for instance when benefactors
donated funds for an annual lecture. The Kibble Lectureship fund was
donated by the Co-operative Permanent Building Society, in honour of a
former president, to deliver a lecture on some aspect of housing.”” The
annual Greening Lecture enjoyed large numbers. In 1925, the topic was
‘From Capitalism to the Co-operative Commonwealth’ and the lecture
was published as a pamphlet.”® Research work was endorsed by the statis-
tical department. In 1919, to mark the fiftieth anniversary of Congress,
and in recognition of the value of the statistical work carried out for the
Co-operative Survey, the Co-operative Union commenced two Jubilee
Research Scholarships and the holders of these added to the presence of
the College at Holyoake House. One of them, H. J. Twigg, produced
two major studies on the history and the current state and organisation
of co-operative education.””

For Watkins, lecturing at the College was both a rewarding and a
frustrating experience. There were challenges posed by students’ lack of
previous preparation, especially among those benefiting from scholarships
who did not have to demonstrate academic competence but might be
chosen for their job performance. Some students might well have left
school at 14 with little more than elementary levels of education. This
resulted in the need for a considerable amount of catching up and could
be a very hard slog for students and lecturers. Another source of frus-
tration related to the teaching methods, which Watkins thought to be
behind the times. He was interested in seminars and discussions in line
with European co-operative colleges but was over-ruled by Hall. For
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Watkins, co-operative education was not just a matter of acquiring knowl-
edge but also of the skills needed to become an effective co-operator.!00
He enthused that education should not be a ‘pallid reflection’ of a
school class but should involve working and playing together (see also
Fig. 3.6).101

The hostel created these opportunities through its collegiate environ-
ment and ethos. From the 1924-25 session, approximately 25 to 30
students remained in residence throughout the interwar period, repre-
senting the great majority of those pursuing full-time studies. It was a
diverse household, including women and a significant proportion of over-
seas visitors, most of whom resided for two or three terms. One rare
description of the hostel mentioned that it was not without its beauty and
that its industry contrasted with the seclusion of a neighbouring convent.

Fig. 3.6 A tutorial at the College with W. Walker. Co-operative College
Collection, with permission Co-operative Heritage Trust CIO and Co-operative
College
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Leaving the hectic pace of Manchester, the article explained, ‘[a] tram ride
brings us back to Vine St, down which if we walk far enough we may leave
for ever the bustle of this world by entering the peace of the Convent ...
we are content to turn in at the less romantic, but more lively College
Hostel’.102 Students had their own bedrooms, but study and recreation
were in communal areas. Evening meals were provided and there was a
domestic staff. When a neighbouring property was purchased to extend
the hostel, a member of College staff started to live in.!03

The new student community soon produced a college magazine, The
Stokehole (Figs. 3.7 and 3.8).1% One of the most prominent topics of
the early editions was the need to keep stoking the heating boiler, which
explained the title and fiery illustration on the front cover.'%® Initially
somewhat rough and ready with hand-drawn illustrations, from 1930 it
took on a more professional design with two issues per year. It featured a
standard set of tropes for such publications, including ruminations on
college life and study, a record of hostel social activities and in-jokes,
observations on the state of the movement and current affairs, and poetry
of varied quality. For the most part, the articles were tongue-in-cheek and
intended primarily for the residents who would understand the nuances,
although matters of weightier substance were also aired. Altogether, the
magazine contains invaluable insight into the experiences and perceptions
of the pioneers of College studies.

The magazine in itself characterised corporate life among the students,
with an editorial team and opening comments by the hostel chairman.%
Within a few years, an unofficial College badge and tie was designed
by one of the Egyptian students, and a College fund established on
appropriate co-operative lines to pay for communal activities. A students’
association was formed to maintain contact between former students,
and the end of year issue published forwarding addresses. As might
be expected, the social side of life was given attention. Monthly social
evenings were a highlight and there was a varied sporting scene, including
a regular football team, and less committed gymnasium group although,
in 1939, Ahmed Al Demerdash Touny from Egypt, would achieve
honours in the sport, go on to found the Arab Games and become a
member of the International Olympic Committee. Country walks were
popular, invariably, according to the accounts, through rain and mud.
Indoor activities included table tennis and, by the early 1930s, a gramo-
phone replacing, it seems thankfully, the College band. Bridging the social
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Fig. 3.7 A makeshift
cover of the Stokehole,
the student magazine,
for 1926. Co-operative
College Collection, with
permission Co-operative
Heritage Trust CIO and
Co-operative College

and academic was a series of visits to factories and co-operative establish-
ments and, on one recorded occasion, a less than reverent trip to Toad
Lane. Academic studies do not feature as highly, although panics around
examination time and the incomprehensibility of some of the lectures do
get a mention. Informal lectures in the hostel were also a mainstay, if
not always taken too seriously. Speakers could be college staft or external
speakers, but students were encouraged to take a turn.

The very first editorial made it clear that students did not all share
the same views, ‘positivist and fundamentalist, flaming scarlet commu-
nist and pale pink social reformer has each had his say’.!%7 A variety of
viewpoints were raised from weighty topics, whether human nature was a
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Fig. 3.8 Stokehole cover for 1930, experimenting with a more professional
and international look. Co-operative College Collection, with permission Co-
operative Heritage Trust CIO and Co-operative College

cause of war or the failings of capitalist economics, to social issues such as
temperance, the position of women or cycling. Forthright views on the
present state of co-operation were expressed, with a vigorous exchange
on whether London had overtaken Manchester as the leading centre of
the movement. Observations on ‘why I joined the Co-operative Move-
ment’ by 15 contributors indicate diverse social and personal motivations:
from the aspirational, ‘I started work in the movement on being inter-
ested in the movement, and later found that social progress could only
be achieved by co-operation’; to the coquettish, ‘[hJaving a consuming
passion for flirting, the co-operative movement provided an organisation
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to suit my needs’; to the exasperated, ‘God knows’.19 There were crit-
icisms that the College was not sufficiently supported, with over-worked
staff and under-regarded students. A comparison with Hillcroft, a resi-
dential college for women in Surbiton, made the gendered assumption
that the Co-op College was at a higher academic level with a serious
curriculum that fitted people for a role in the movement.!%?

The presence of overseas students added an important international
dimension, ranging from accounts of the People’s College in Denmark
to observations on village life in India. One commentator thought there
was not enough consideration of international affairs, although this aspect
became more common as the international situation deteriorated through
the 1930s.119 Students were those with the means to fund travel or
gain scholarships and were part of the circulation of ideas, people and
movements within the British Empire and beyond. During the interwar
years, changing ideas of empire were taking place with the Common-
wealth being formed in 1931, following the Balfour Declaration of 1926
which had conceded equal status to the dominions. Independence move-
ments were becoming a more visible part of College life. Students able
to come to Britain might spend time at the College as well as other
places. In 1938, J. V. P. da Silva critiqued the oppressive British imperial
state in Ceylon (later Sri Lanka) which kept wages low to defend British
economic interests. Questions were raised about the co-operative move-
ment’s tea plantations. Equally critical, Touny remonstrated that Zionism
in Palestine was a form of British colonialism attached to capitalism and
slavery.!11 Many of the students, including from overseas, spoke outside
the College at local co-operative meetings and events. ‘Some of these
students have rendered excellent service in lecturing for the Educational
Fellowship, for branches of the Guilds, and for societies, on the co-op
movements in their respective countries’.!1> There was also a lack of
knowledge about the colonies. Dr K.S. Shelvanker, a member of the India
League, speaking to co-operators, had been taken aback at the lack of
understanding and found himself having to explain the difference between
dominions ‘which were more or less independent’ and ‘colonies like India
which were still under the imperialist domination of this country’.!13

With the decade drawing ominously to a close, the Co-operative
College experienced its own upheavals. In February 1936, a stalwart
of co-operative education, W. R. Rae died.!'* Rae had served on the
Education Committee for 37 years and had been its chairman for 34.
He had led the revival of co-operative education in the late nineteenth
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century, with a substantial foundation upon the teaching of co-operative
subjects. An uncompromising advocate of ‘serious mental food’, he had
been scathing of how educational funds were diverted to frivolous ends
and was exhorting the movement to commit properly to education up
to the end. Just two years later, Hall also died.!!® As the linchpin of the
College from its foundation, his untimely death threw the institution into
disarray, damaging recruitment, and the educational session for 1938 was
suspended. In the face of this turmoil, a special committee of inquiry
reviewed the character and organisation of the department before taking
further action.

A NEwW PRINCIPAL

The passing of the founder of the College led to the venting of anxiety
and criticisms which had been simmering beneath the surface—‘ideolog-
ical conflicts... blossomed’ in which the ‘broad principles of Co-operative
Education and its organisation’ were mulled over.''® A committee of
enquiry into co-operative education recommended separating academic
from administrative functions; appointing an administrative officer along-
side a director of studies; developing research by students and staff; and
making use of local universities for non-co-operative subjects. The system-
atising trend to create a united educational force rubbed up against the
defence of local democracy. Co-operative visions could heighten the sensi-
tivity about perceived attacks on actually existing democratic structures.
A proposal to co-ordinate the work of education committees could feel
like a controlling hand. J. T. Guest, the secretary of the National Asso-
ciation of Co-operative Educational Committees (NACEC), argued that
the College was one of the ‘minor activities’ of the Union, ‘for each of
its students, there should be at least a thousand in the classes of retail
societies” where the main focus should lie. Purely academic and research
qualities were all very well but, to replace Hall, he wanted someone
with ‘qualities of leadership ... a man who is at once a scholar and a
great teacher, a competent organiser of men and ideas, one able to visu-
alise co-operative education not as st