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Abstract
Cooperative departments and organizations were a ubiquitous but rarely studied aspect of British colonial
governance in the twentieth century. The Co-operative College in Britain provided specialized training in
colonial cooperation to students from across the British Empire. The cooperative movement was a key part
of the emergence of regimes of development in the decades between the 1920s and 1960s, reflecting their
emphasis on modular solutions deployed by experts in an increasingly homogenizing ‘developing world’.
However, the colonial and post-colonial students at the Co-operative College were also critical of colonial-
ism and capitalism, participating in the anti-colonial internationalist effort to create a more just post-
imperial world. As post-colonial governments retained cooperative structures, the former students of
the Co-operative College used the movement as a counter-balance to the larger forces of nationalism
and neo-colonialism.
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As one of the central dramas of twentieth-century history, decolonization works in both tragic and
heroic modes. The dreams of anti-colonial world-makers, to borrow Adom Getachew’s powerful
term, conjured new horizons of possibility, but those possibilities were finally constrained by pat-
terns of global postcolonial domination and exploitation that echoed and often replicated imperial
hierarchies.1 Sovereignty was undone by neo-colonial incursions; the rupture insisted on by anti-
colonial thinkers was undone, too, by continuities between colonial and post-colonial regimes.
Those who had tried to subvert the tools of colonialism risked being co-opted by them instead.

The focus of this article is the cooperative movement and in particular the colonial and post-
colonial students who attended the Co-operative College, an institution of higher learning located first
in Manchester and later in Loughborough, between 1920 and 1960. Taking the cooperative as a tech-
nology of both democracy and development, I find in its history a different account of power and
resistance. Taking up development as a means to freedom, the students of the Co-operative
College found, in the cooperative movement, a vantage point from which to challenge and revise both
the old colonial order and the turn to centralized economic planning in the post-colonial state.

†My sincere thanks to the three anonymous peer reviewers as well as John Munro, Samiksha Sehrawat, Manu Sehgal, my
colleagues in the University of Birmingham History Department, and participants in the Cambridge Modern British History
Seminar, for their comments and advice on this article. Thank you as well to the librarians and archivists at the National
Co-operative Archive, Manchester, and the National Archives, London.
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Despite its ubiquity throughout the twentieth-century British Empire, the cooperative move-
ment and the cooperative departments that became standard in colonial governments have
received relatively little scholarly attention. Cooperatives were, at the simplest level, jointly owned
resources governed by democratic committees. In the British context, the movement traced its
origin to the consumer cooperatives pioneered in nineteenth-century Rochdale, which created
a structure for working-class people to pool their resources and jointly run a shop to meet their
needs. Elsewhere, cooperatives often focused on production: for example, the cooperative cream-
eries that came to dominate butter production in Ireland. Although cooperatives were, in theory,
local and self-contained, in practice they were supported and to some extent governed by over-
arching national organizations such as the British Co-operative Union and the Irish Agricultural
Organisation Society as well as international bodies.

Spanning state and voluntary institutions and crossing national and imperial boundaries, the
cooperative movement was also at the heart of the emerging development complex of the twenti-
eth century.2 By mid-century, cooperative departments were nearly standard administrative com-
ponents in British-held territories, and they were usually retained by postcolonial governments.
These departments, together with allied cooperative organizations, oversaw networks of mostly
agricultural and credit cooperatives that undertook activities ranging from lending money to
farmers to arranging for the sale and marketing of commodities such as cocoa. In addition to
their economic development goals, cooperatives were also cast as schools of democracy and incu-
bators of modern citizenship. The cooperative movement was thus a key institution that gave form
to the ideologies and practices of development that, as Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper
have argued, were the main bridge between colonial and postcolonial governments.3

The students at the Co-operative College were actively involved in that process. They were part of
what Christopher Dietrich has described as a global anti-colonial elite: able to mobilize resources to
pursue higher education abroad, their encounters along the networks of imperial exchange forged the
new internationalisms of the middle of the twentieth century.4 Like more celebrated figures such as
George Padmore, C.L.R. James, and Kwame Nkrumah, they articulated a set of critiques that linked
colonialism to capitalism and pointed toward a new international order. They were also civil servants
and professionals whose expertise allowed them to use the cooperative movement to shape the post-
colonial landscape of their countries.

In the first part of the article, I argue that the cooperative movement functioned as a core element
of the developmental state. In part two, I turn to Co-operative College and the students who
attended it from across the British Empire, situating them within the currents of interwar interna-
tionalism. As I explore in part three, the college was increasingly co-opted by the Colonial Office
after the Second World War, becoming part of the nexus of official, semi-official, and philanthropic
organizations that pushed the developmental agenda. Finally, in line with work that has refocused
attention on bureacuracies as decisive arenas of decolonization, I close with three case studies fea-
turing Co-operative College alumni in Sierra Leone, Malawi, and Ghana. Together, these cases sug-
gest the diversity of uses to which cooperatives were put by late colonial and post-colonial regimes as
well as the plural nature of development and democracy for its practitioners.5

2On transnational development regimes, see Subir Sinha, ‘Lineages of the Developmentalist State: Transnationality and
Village India, 1900–1965,’ Comparative Studies in History and Society 50, no. 1 (2008): 57–90, 59.

3Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper, ‘Between Metropole and Colony: Rethinking a Research Agenda,’ in Tensions of
Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, eds. Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1997), 36.

4Christopher R. W. Dietrich, Oil Revolution: Anticolonial Elites, Sovereign Rights, and the Economic Culture of
Decolonization (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 7–8.

5Susan Pedersen, The Guardians: The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015),
46; Heather Sharkey, Living With Colonialism: Nationalism and Culture in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2003); Martin Maguire, The Civil Service and the Revolution in Ireland, 1912–38: ‘Shaking the Blood-stained
Hand of Mr Collins’ (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2008).
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Ultimately, cooperation is best understood as an ambivalent tool. In a now-classic formulation,
Audre Lorde warned White feminists that ‘the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s
house.’6 It is possible to argue that, in picking up cooperative bureaucracy as a tool, postcolonial
actors were engaging in that futile old effort of temporarily beating the oppressors at their own
game of coercive governance. But cooperation was also more than that; it was a tool that had been
forged in more than one place. Well designed for paternalism, it nonetheless consistently pulled its
users back toward democratic process. Tracked through the careers of the Co-operative College
alumni, the cooperative movement offers a new way to think about the complex relationship
between British-based institutions, international movements, and the making of the postcolony.

Cooperation as development
The idea of organizing rural life and agricultural production by the means of formally constituted
cooperatives emerged in the nineteenth century and gained global traction in the twentieth cen-
tury. Although often allied with socialist thought and left-wing politics within interwar Britain,
cooperatives found a role globally within a range of economic systems.7 Cooperation was an inter-
national phenomenon as well as an imperial one.8 The cooperative movement had global and
international institutions dating back to the 1890s, when the International Co-operative
Alliance (ICA) was founded in London.9 The policy of cooperation received encouragement from
larger international bodies as well, including the International Institute of Agriculture in Rome
and the World Economic Conference in Geneva.10

In territories under British administration, specialized legislation defined cooperatives and held
them accountable to various standards and, often, centralized goals. From localized and often vol-
untary beginnings, agricultural cooperatives spread through the administrative apparatus of the
British colonial empire in the 1920s and 1930s, part of an emerging focus on the problems of rural
life in a globalizing agricultural market.11 In India, for example, a civil servant was sent to study
cooperatives in Europe; his report spawned the creation, in the late nineteenth century, of a system
of cooperative finance backed up by a cooperative bureaucracy in India and Ceylon, which became
a model for the cooperative systems set up in other British territories.12

When Labour had been briefly in power in 1929–30, colonial secretary Lord Passfield tried to
encourage cooperatives; this impulse returned with redoubled force in the wake of the endorse-
ment of cooperation as economic policy at the United Nations Conference on Food and
Agriculture in Hot Springs in 1943.13 The postwar Labour government institutionalized coopera-
tive departments and their associated organizations and societies as a key part of its colonial pol-
icy. They fit well with Labour’s commitment to economic planning and with the postwar

6Audre Lorde, ‘The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,’ Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches
(Berkeley, Calif.: Crossing Press, 1984).

7See Matthew Hilton, Consumerism in Twentieth-Century Britain: The Search for a Historical Movement (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 36, 40, 80–4.

8Johnston Birchall, The International Co-operative Movement (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997).
9W. P. Watkins, The International Co-operative Movement: Its Growth, Structure and Future Possibilities (Manchester: Co-

operative Union Ltd., no date), 16.
10Watkins, The International Co-operative Movement, 23–4; Co-operation in Other Lands II (Loughborough: Co-operative

Union Limited, no date), 70.
11Harald Fischer-Tiné, ‘The YMCA and Low-Modernist Rural Development in South Asia, c. 1922–1957,’ Past & Present

240 (Aug. 2018): 201, 213.
12Nikolay Kamenov, ‘Imperial Cooperative Experiments and Global Market Capitalism, c.1900–c.1960,’ Journal of Global

History 14, no. 2 (2019): 219–37, 224–26; Bimal Prasad Singh, Co-operatives and Development: A Political Study (Delhi: Devika
Publications, 2003).

13Young, Sherman, and Rose, Cooperatives and Development, 10; Kelemen, ‘“Individualism is, Indeed, Running Riot”,’ 191;
Watkins, The International Co-operative Movement, 24; Co-operation in Other Lands II, 70.
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economic importance of the empire in stabilizing currency.14 And they would prove a durable
component of the postwar economic restructuring of colonial economies, playing a central role
in the large, state-run projects in agricultural commodities that were important to what has been
described as the ‘second colonial occupation’ of postwar Africa.15

In 1945, the Fabian Colonial Bureau published a report from a special committee on coopera-
tion. The report echoed left-wing critiques of extractive colonialism that benefitted a few
European and American firms.16 Using cooperatives as a tool for economic development, by con-
trast, the report argued, would allow small producers to participate efficiently in a world that
would be shaped by ‘increasing international control of production and marketing of primary
products’ as well as by ‘commodity and price control boards.’17 The report linked cooperation
to eventual national self-determination, but insisted that small cultivators in the colonies would
need government assistance in establishing cooperation as part of the larger ‘transition from the
old to the new economy.’18 To this end, the report outlined the creation of a systematic bureau-
cracy, centered on a Co-operative Department and Co-operative Advisory Committee in the
Colonial Office which would provide direction to the corresponding Co-operative Department
and Registrar in each colony; the overall direction of cooperatives in colonies should remain
in the hands of the colonial administration, the report argued, rather than being delegated to
native authorities or rulers.19 The result was a very rapid expansion in cooperative societies across
British territories. By the second half of the 1950s, the Co-operative Union counted over nine
thousand registered co-operative societies in twenty colonial territories, representing over one
million members.20 This expansion also represented a certain standardization, as the structures
and goals of cooperative organization transformed into a replicable model.

At its core, the cooperative movement was a technology of development, centred on the mod-
ular solution of the small-scale cooperative that promised to transform human as well as agricul-
tural capital.21 Cooperatives were popular among policy-makers because they promised to address
some of the core problems of colonial governance.22 Like all such modular solutions, cooperation
homogenized its target, fashioning the varied agricultural societies around the world as essentially
commensurable and able to be reformed through the deployment of a standardized set of coop-
erative practices.23 The practices aimed to achieve a set of related goals.

14Richard Toye, The Labour Party and the Planned Economy 1931–1951 (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2003); Noel Thompson,
Political Economy and the Labour Party: The Economics of Democratic Socialism, 1884–2005 (2nd edition. London & New
York: Routledge, 2006), 2–3; Gerold Krozewski, Money and the End of Empire: British International Economic Policy and
the Colonies, 1947–58 (London: Palgrave, 2006), 9.

15John McCracken, A History of Malawi 1859–1966 (Boydell & Brewer, 2012), 237; Kelemen, ‘“Individualism is, Indeed,
Running Riot”,’ 193; Hodge, Triumph of the Expert, 13–4.

16Fabian Society Colonial Bureau, Co-operation in the Colonies: A Report from a Special Committee to the Fabian Colonial
Bureau (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1945), 18, 21.

17Fabian Society Colonial Bureau, Co-operation in the Colonies, 16.
18Fabian Society Colonial Bureau, Co-operation in the Colonies, 14–5.
19Fabian Society Colonial Bureau, Co-operation in the Colonies, 166–67, 176.
20Memorandum on Co-operation in the Non-Self-Governing Territories under United Kingdom Administration, CO 852/

1360/1, and ‘Advisory Committee on Co-operation in the Colonies,’ 7 March 1950, CO 852/1360/5, National Archives,
London (henceforth NA); Co-operation in Other Lands II, 75.

21Nicole Sackley, ‘Village Models: Etawah, India, and the Making and Remaking of Development in the Early Cold War,’
Diplomatic History 37, no. 4 (2013), 755.

22AaronWindel, ‘Mass Education, Cooperation, and the “AfricanMind”’, inModernization as Spectacle in Africa, eds. Peter
J. Bloom, Stephan F. Miescher, and Takyiwaa Manuh (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2014), 89–111, 89; Patrick
Develtere, Co-operation and Development with Special Reference to the Experience of the Commonwealth Caribbean
(Leuven: Acco, 1994), 48; Frederick Cooper, ‘Reconstructing Empire in British and French Africa,’ Past & Present (2011),
Supplement 6, 198–99; Joseph Morgan Hodge, Triumph of the Expert: Agrarian Doctrines of Development and the
Legacies of British Colonialism (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2007), 2–3.

23Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking of the Third World (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1995); Corrie Decker and Elisabeth McMahon, The Idea of Development in Africa: A History
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Cooperation was meant to provide, not only greater economic efficiency, but a transformation
of cooperative society members into modern economic citizens who could participate efficiently in
a globalized market economy while bearing the ‘burden of redemption’ themselves, in Atiyab
Sultan’s words.24 According to the logic of the cooperative model, the very act of participating
in sharing and governing a pooled resource would fundamentally change individuals and, by
extension, their societies. The 1915 Committee on Cooperation in India, presided over by Sir
E. D. Maclagan, asserted that cooperation would allow ‘weak individuals’ to ‘improve their individual
productive capacity and consequently their material and moral position, by combining among
themselves and bringing into this combination a moral effort and a progressively developing reali-
zation of moral obligation.’25 This could even include the moral obligation to embrace growth-
oriented capitalism. Hubert Calvert, the registrar of co-operative societies in Punjab, argued in
1926 that, while most Indian people thought in a way that was ‘essentially uneconomic,’ the coop-
erative movement could help peasants to be re-educated to seek growth and improvement
above all.26

Yet for all that cooperatives were imagined as a training for citizenship, they occupied an
ambivalent position with respect to democratic politics. At the local level, cooperatives were part
of a broader interest in using communities, frequently in the form of villages, as vehicles for
remaking societies, particularly in colonial or postcolonial settings.27 Although they might be
romanticized as natural or ancient, such communities were fundamentally political.28

Cooperatives, as features of village life or as communities in their own right, were based on
an ideal individual, frequently an autonomous male individual, who was capable of owning shares,
casting votes, and pursuing economic self-interest. Yet that individual came into being only
through being firmly bound within the cooperative form, which would facilitate collective devel-
opment as well as the individual’s transformation into a more modern and more moral citizen.

However, like later development projects, cooperation in colonized spaces was also imagined as
an alternative to politics.29 Colonial cooperation was routinely described as a safer, more stable
route to modernity than ‘detribalization’ or nationalism.30 As Steven Feierman has argued, it was
the economic wing of the idea of indirect rule: simultaneously a halfway house to independence
and a method of trying to retain often idealized social hierarchies and traditional arrangements in
rural areas.31 Lord Lugard explicitly linked cooperation with indirect rule: both, he said, aimed ‘to
teach personal responsibility and initiative’ as a means of addressing the problem of ‘an increas-
ingly large illiterate class which by prolonged contact with alien races has learnt a new individu-
alism without its necessary restraints.’32 Such ideas made their way directly into the developing

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020); David Arnold, ‘Agriculture and ‘Improvement’ in Early Colonial India: A
Pre-History of Development,’ Journal of Agrarian Change 5, no. 4 (Oct. 2005), 505–25, 510; Patricia Clavin, Securing the
World Economy: The Reinvention of the League of Nations, 1920–1946 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 8; Manu
Goswami, ‘Imaginary Futures and Colonial Internationalism,’ American Historical Review (December 2012), 1464;
Samantha Iyer, ‘Colonial Population and the Idea of Development,’ Comparative Studies in Society and History 55, no. 1
(Jan. 2013), 65–91, 68.

24Sultan, ‘Malcolm Darling and Developmentalism in Colonial Punjab,’ 1892.
25Report of the Committee on Co-operation in India (Simla: Government Press, 1915), x.
26Proceedings of the Ninth Conference of Registrars of Co-operative Societies in India, pp. 7–8.
27Nicole Sackley, ‘The Village as Cold War site: Experts, Development, and the History of Rural Reconstruction,’ Journal of

Global History 6 (2011): 481–504, 503.
28Sinha, ‘Lineages of the Developmentalist State,’ 84.
29James Ferguson, The Anti-Politics Machine: ‘Development,’ Depoliticization, and Bureaucratic Power in Lesotho

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994 [1990]); Peter Uvin, Aiding Violence: The Development Enterprise in
Rwanda (West Hartford, CT: Kumarian Press, 1998).

30See Strickland, Co-operation in India, 3, 68; Strickland, Co-operation in Africa, 2.
31Steven Feierman, Peasant Intellectuals: Anthropology and History in Tanzania (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,

1990), 233.
32Introduction by Lord Lugard, Strickland, Co-operation in Africa, vii, ix.
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cooperative bureaucracies in the colonies. The administrator in charge of cooperation in Malaya,
Alexander Cavendish, explicitly admitted his own debt to Lugard’s Dual Mandate, which he
described as ‘the book that guides all administrators.’33

Although cooperatives were often closely connected with state initiatives around the world,
colonial cooperative movements were often singled out as being especially dependent on gov-
ernment direction.34 In other words, true, ‘voluntary’ cooperative movements were linked with
Europeans, while state-run cooperative movements were linked with colonized populations in
need of tutelage in the ways of modern economic citizenship.35 Proposing the introduction of
cooperatives to British Africa, C. F. Strickland distinguished the Indian model he hoped to
import for Africans from existing ‘co-operative societies for Europeans’.36 In India itself,
increasing powers were granted to registrars and other officials in the cooperative movement,
which was often seen as inseparable from the government.37 A survey in 1915 found, for
example, that people were not clear whether the loans from cooperative societies were guaran-
teed by the government.38

Colonial cooperation also provided terrain for the development of new forms of expertise, as
British colonial experts promoted cooperatives both within and beyond the empire and, in so
doing, re-fashioned themselves from area hands into ‘the globetrotting expert’.39 Sir Malcolm
Darling began his career an expert in Punjab with an interest in rural life; he became, through
travels and writing, an expert in cooperation with prominent positions including a seat on the
Colonial Office’s Advisory Committee on Co-operation in the Colonies.40 W.K.H. Campbell, a
joint registrar of Co-operative Societies in Ceylon, was one of three ‘experts in rural cooperative
societies’ sent by the League of Nations to China in 1933.41 And C. F. Strickland’s twelve years’
service as a Registrar of Co-operative Societies in India launched his subsequent career as a kind of
cooperative expert for hire in Africa and Asia. He taught for a time at the University of Nanking
and wrote several several influential, wide-ranging texts on cooperation.42

33Imperial Conference on Agricultural Co-operation: Report of Proceedings (London: P.S. King & Sons, Ltd., 1938), 192–93.
34Daniel T. Rodgers, Atlantic Crossings: Social Politics in a Progressive Age (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1998),

320–55; Abby Spinak, ‘Infrastructure and Agency: Rural Electric Cooperatives and the Fight for Economic Democracy in
the United States,’ PhD thesis, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Feb. 2014.

35See Ushnish Sengupta, ‘Indigenous Cooperatives in Canada: The Complex Relationship between Cooperatives,
Community Economic Development, Colonization, and Culture,’ Journal of Entrepreneurial and Organizational Diversity
4, no. 1 (2015): 121–52, 137, 140–41.

36Strickland, Co-operation in Africa, 1.
37Eleanor M. Hough, The Co-operative Movement in India, 5th edn. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966), 25–6, 50, 331;

Proceedings of the Ninth Conference of Registrars of Co-operative Societies in India (Calcutta: Government of Central
Publication Branch, 1926), 2; Strickland, Co-operation in India, 59; S. K. Yegnanarayana Aiyar, ‘Co-operative India: A
Survey of Progress,’ Year Book of Agricultural Co-operation, 1930 (London: George Routledge and Sons, Ltd., 1930), 205.

38Report of the Committee on Co-operation in India, 1, 125 [quote].
39Atiyab Sultan, ‘Malcolm Darling and Developmentalism in Colonial Punjab,’ Modern Asian Studies 51, no. 6 (2017):

1891–1921, 1894 (quote); Kamenov, ‘Imperial Cooperative Experiments and Global Market Capitalism,’ 220.
40Sultan, ‘Malcolm Darling and Developmentalism in Colonial Punjab,’ 1897, 1904; Kamenov, ‘Imperial Cooperative

Experiments and Global Market Capitalism,’ 228; Nikolay Kamenov, ‘The Place of the ‘Cooperative’ in the Agrarian
History of India, c. 1900–1970,’ The Journal of Asian Studies (2019), 21.

41Margherita Zanasi, ‘Exporting Development: The League of Nations and Republican China,’ Comparative Studies in
Society and History 49, no. 1: 2007, 143–69, 143; Kamenov, ‘Imperial Cooperative Experiments and Global Market
Capitalism,’ 223; C. F. Strickland, Co-operation in India: A Students’ Manual, 3rd edition (Mysore: Oxford University
Press, 1938), 38n1, 39, 56.

42Introduction by Lord Lugard, C. F. Strickland, Co-operation in Africa (London: Oxford University Press, 1933), vii;
Kamenov, ‘Imperial Cooperative Experiments and Global Market Capitalism,’ 229; Johanna Värlander, ‘A Genealogy of
Governing Economic Behaviour: Small-scale credit in Malawi 1930–2010,’ PhD thesis, Uppsala Studies in Economic
History 97 (2013), 58.
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But colonial cooperation was never only a disciplinary machine that squashed politics and pro-
moted British expertise.43 The story of the Gold Coast cocoa cooperatives is exemplary. By the
1920s, the dynamic Gold Coast cocoa industry was the scene of African economic participation,
including ‘proto-cooperatives’.44 This attracted the attention of the colonial government, which
sent an expert to Ceylon and Madras to study the cooperative movements there.45 Through
the Co-operative Societies Ordinance in 1931, the Gold Coast government tried to bring coop-
eratives within an official structure.46 This tight new control lessened the appeal of the cooper-
atives to farmers, however, and the Agriculture Department was obliged to balance centralizing
moves with other improvements that led, in turn, to the re-emergence of more assertive, autono-
mous cooperatives.47 In 1937–38, these cooperatives were crucially involved in the cocoa ‘hold-
ups’ that challenged the price-fixing efforts of nearly all the European firms.48 Such activity reveals
cooperatives as potent actors within the larger economic and political scene.

Co-operative internationalists
The students of the Co-operative College occupied a different space: neither globe-trotting experts
nor agricultural producers themselves, they travelled to Britain to further both bureaucratic
careers and world-making ambitions. The Co-operative College grew out of the broader educa-
tional activities of the British Co-operative Union, which ranged from technical training for
employees of cooperatives to evening classes and lecture series for members. Fred Hall, the adviser
of studies at the Co-operative Union, founded the College in 1919 as a kind of ‘apex organization’
for this activity.49 Students at the College took classes at a central location in Manchester and lived
in hostels in Manchester suburbs. Initially Hall did nearly all of the teaching, but the numbers of
students and teachers expanded gradually; by 1938, there were fifteen teachers in addition to
administrative staff.50 Most of the College’s students came from the British cooperative movement
and used the training they received to take on more advanced work within cooperative societies, as
managers, secretaries, and organizers, or within national cooperative organizations, as Hall him-
self explained in 1928.51

From the beginning, the College also educated students from overseas, including from Britain’s
colonial territories. They can be usefully situated in several contexts. Some were training for roles
within colonial administrations and might be seen as part of the broader empire-wide educational

43Paul Kelemen, ‘“Individualism is, Indeed, Running Riot”: Components of the Social Democratic Model of Development,’
188–201, in Empire, Development and Colonialism: The Past in the Present, eds. Mark Duffield and Vernon Hewitt
(Woodbridge: James Currey, 2009), 195.

44Crawford Young, Neal P. Sherman, and Tim H. Rose, Cooperatives and Development: Agricultural Politics in Ghana and
Uganda (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1981), 177; Kamenov, ‘Imperial Cooperative Experiments and Global
Market Capitalism,’ 231; Sarah Stockwell, The Business of Decolonization: British Business Strategies in the Gold Coast
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2001), 33–5.

45Kamenov, ‘Imperial Cooperative Experiments and Global Market Capitalism,’ 29.
46Young, Sherman, and Rose, Cooperatives and Development, 177–78. See Marvin P. Miracle and Ann Seidman,

Agricultural Cooperatives and Quasi-Cooperatives in Ghana, 1951–1965 (Madison, Wisc.: University of Wisconsin Land
Tenure Center, July 1968), 5–7; Strickland, Co-operation in Africa, 51.

47Young, Sherman, and Rose, Cooperatives and Development, 177–78.
48Jeffrey S. Ahlman, Living with Nkrumahism: Nation, State, and Pan-Africanism in Ghana (Athens: Ohio University Press,

2017), 133; Miracle and Seidman, Agricultural Cooperatives and Quasi-Cooperatives in Ghana, 7n22.
49Tom Woodin, ‘Co-operation, Leadership and Learning: Fred Hall and the Co-operative College before 1939,’ in Mass

Intellectuality and Democratic Leadership in Higher Education, eds. Joss Winn, Richard Hall, Camilla Erksine, Jon Nixon,
and Tanya Fitzgerald (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), 27–40, 27–9 (quote 29).

50Robert Snowball Birch, ‘The Story of the Co-operative College,’ The Stokehole (1944): 4–5.
51Woodin, ‘Co-operation, Leadership and Learning,’ 38, citing Fred Hall, The Co-operative College and Its Work

(Manchester: Co-operative Union, 1928), 7.
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machine that produced civil servants, clerks, and other bureaucratic workers.52 Equally, the
College was part of a wider phenomenon of educational institutions in this era that sought to
mould cadres of activists for social change working across borders. Parallels can be drawn with
the Soviet Union’s contemporary Communist University for the Toilers of the East, even as the
College’s focus on applied research and policy recommendations placed it within a field of ‘sci-
entific research on society’ increasingly funded by American philanthropic organizations.53

Perhaps the closest analogy would be with the Bible and missionary colleges that educated
Christian students from around the world. The College’s graduates preached the gospel of coop-
eration, often with a genuinely evangelical fervour, and their approach chimed with the contem-
porary proto-development work of missionaries themselves.54 Finally, they were part of the
broader networks of Black and Asian students in interwar Britain, whose anti-colonial resistance
was rooted both in Communism and liberal internationalism.55

Unlike globe-trotting experts such as Darling or Strickland, the students who arrived at the
Co-operative College from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean were expected to be local leaders
and vectors for the propagation of the movement. Although comprehensive student records
are not available, I constructed a database of students from former and current British colonies
using cooperative periodicals, student newspapers, and scholarship documents. I identified thirty-
five students who came from British colonies to the Cooperative College before 1945. The majority
(twenty-three) came from India; six came from Egypt, two each from Sierra Leone and South
Africa, and one each from British Guiana and Ceylon.56

Studying such students offers one way to move the history of colonial expertise beyond an
emphasis on the replacement of the (White) area specialist with the (White) neocolonial roving
subject specialist.57 The students of the Co-operative College often took posts in colonial bureau-
cracies as policies of Indianization or Africanization slowly transformed the colonial civil service,
in a moment when such bureaucracies were contributing to the development practices and
expertise.58 The Co-operative College’s colonial students deployed their expertise in a range of
decolonizing contexts beyond the White-dominated circuit of development expertise. Studying
their careers thus expands our understanding of the networks of knowledge that underpinned
both colonial knowledge production and anticolonial and postcolonial thought as well.59

52Sharkey, Living with Colonialism, 40–65; Sumita Mukherjee, Nationalism, Education, and Migrant Identities: The
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As an institution, the College saw itself as a microcosm of the change it sought to make in the
world: an international space in which members cooperated for the greater good, but also a space
of transformation. Many internationalists saw struggles against oppression around the world as
essentially linked.60 At the same time, supporters of the cooperative movement saw it as naturally
in tune with internationalism—Leonard Woolf, for example, linked consumer cooperatives to
world peace.61 In this vein, the student newspaper recorded the College’s ‘cosmopolitan, yet
friendly atmosphere.’62 A typical tram journey from hostel to class in 1929 featured each student
‘reading his or her own national newspaper printed in the native language. The Japanese reading
that great, and, to us, unintelligible sort of shorthand which he says is Japanese news. Our
Egyptian friend sits beside the Japanese student with a paper printed in a somewhat similar,
and, let us add, equally unintelligible language.’63 Rendering Japanese and Arabic as commensu-
rable and unknowable, this editorial indulges in a fairly superficial kind of cosmopolitanism. In the
more troubled years of the 1930s, however, the student newspaper argued seriously for the impor-
tance of the College’s overseas students, whose presence ‘accentuates its co-operative character,
especially at a time of international crisis.’64

How did colonial students themselves make use of the College? The experience of Egyptian
students is illustrative: they strategically and often critically took elements of the cooperative
model to inform a nationally specific development programme. Having already built a relation-
ship with the Irish cooperative movement, Ibrahim Rashad was at the College in 1924. He would
become the head of the Co-operative Section in the Egyptian Department of Agriculture.65 In his
role as architect of cooperation for the Egyptian government, he made use of the Co-operative
College’s resources, with the result that numerous Egyptian students attended the College
throughout the 1920s and 1930s.66 For example, the Egyptian government sent A.L.F. Amer to
spend two years there in 1928–30.67 Writing for The Co-operative Educator, Amer introduced
his country in classic Orientalist terms: ‘Egypt is a country of romance : : : . In Egypt the old
and the new are inextricably blended.’ The rest of the article, however, briskly described the devel-
opment and setbacks of cooperative legislation.68 Amer was probably also the anonymous
Egyptian student quoted in the student magazine in 1929 arguing that citizens of other places
should be strategic rather than deferential in learning from British success, making ‘use of their
civilization’ rather than ‘copying their police regulations and idle bureaucratic systems.’69 Amer
was Sub-Director of the Co-operative Department in Cairo by 1947 and Director-General of the
Co-operative Department by 1955.70 He was part of what Omnia El Shakry describes as a ‘social-
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scientific program’ run by the ‘Indigenous nationalist elite’ to demonstrate that Egyptian peasants
were both unique and able to be educated.71 This work launched a wave of rural reform that was
seen by its participants as effective and successful at fostering participation.72

While leading experts framed colonial cooperation as an alternative to nationalist politics, the
students of the College increasingly replaced this narrative with a broader critique of colonial
political economy. Some echoed the standard line. Khalibur Rahman, a lecturer at the Bihar &
Orissa Co-operative Institute who attended the College in 1931–32, argued that nationalists like
Mahatma Gandhi were merely exploiting economic problems, while a cooperative movement
could solve them, concluding that the ‘road to real self-government lies through the thorny path
of rural co-operative organisation.’73 But more often, students argued that cooperation offered not
a road to democratic citizenship in a capitalist market economy, but an alternative to capitalism
itself.74 In 1938, J. V. P. da Silva, an anti-colonial activist as well as a student at the College, offered
a scathing critique of the oppressive British imperial state in Ceylon, which suppressed basic free-
doms and enforced low wages and living standards in order to protect British capital investments
in rubber and tea plantations.75 Likewise, Egyptian A. D. Touny argued that Zionism in Palestine
was ‘a colonisation that rests today on the British Military Forces for the cause of International
Capitalism and Slavery.’76 Such analysis chimes with the contemporary broader Black internation-
alism that linked economic transformation with the creation of a more just post-colonial world
order.77

With the approach of the Second World War, fewer non-British students attended the Co-
operative College. In November 1939, there were five: one from Denmark, one from India,
one from South Africa, and two men who were described as being from Ethiopia, T. Ras
Makonnen and Laminah Sankoh.78 In fact neither Makonnen nor Sankoh was from Ethiopia.
Instead, they were Pan-Africanists who saw cooperation as an important part of the transforma-
tion of economics and society that should follow independence.

Born George T. N. Griffith to a gold and diamond miner in British Guiana, Makonnen had
studied in the United States and Denmark before arriving in London.79 He traced his interest
in the cooperative movement to his youth and his early adulthood. In British Guiana, rural people
pooled their resources in order to buy land after emerging from slavery with no savings, a practice
he linked etymologically to West African culture.80 Makonnen distinguished these efforts from the
formal cooperative movement he enountered via accounts in ‘the Negro press’ while working in
Texas, which fired his imagination but had not yet developed into a concrete movement.81 In
London, he was deeply involved in Black internationalist politics, particularly International
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African Service Bureau (IASB).82 The IASB’s offices were ‘just round the corner’ from the
Co-operative Union office, and Makonnen got to know such movement leaders as C.F.
Strickland, Margaret Digby, and Lord Rusholme. When he moved north, these friends gave
him contacts in the movement there.83 In Manchester, he became involved with the Co-operative
College; he is described as a student there in 1939, though in his memoir he focuses on the public
lecturing he undertook on the subject. He also ran restaurants, clubs, and rental properties that
provided a rich venue for Black British social life and helped to fund an array of activist efforts.84

Sankoh’s trajectory was similar. Born Ethelred Nathaniel Jones, he studied theology and phi-
losophy at Oxford University but was so appalled at the racism he enountered while trying to be
ordained that he changed his name to Lamina Sankoh. Although he returned briefly to Sierra
Leone in the 1920s, he soon embarked on an interinent life that brought him to key nodes of
the black internationalism: teaching at the Tuskegee Institute, for example, and, after returning
to England in 1930, becoming active in the West African Studies Union, where he served as an
editor to the organisation’s journal.85 He ‘was so impressed with what he heard of the cooperative
movement from friends’ that he decided to undertake a course at the Co-operative College.86

There, he advocated for a cooperative movement in Sierra Leone as a prelude to politics: it would,
he argued, ‘give the people economic security and provide a training ground in democratic prin-
ciples.’ However, he sharply criticized the ‘inexcusable’ ‘lack of knowledge’ on the part of average
British people about ‘conditions of the Colonial Empire,’ for which they were, ultimately,
responsible.87

In public talks at women’s co-operative guilds and in conversations with others in the move-
ment, Makonnen further developed a critique of the movement’s complicity with colonialism.
Why, for example, did the British cooperative movement denounce imperialism but not ‘question
the fact that the wholesale side of the business was doing over £20 million worth of dealings in tea
from Ceylon’? Why did it not foster co-operative producers’ unions in Ceylon?88 Makonnen also
took aim at African businessmen who were ‘robbing their own people through cocoa and other
commodities.’ He saw an indigenized form of cooperation as an answer, one that would link ‘the
high British ideal of morality in the co-operative movement : : : with our traditional African form
of co-operation.’ Like Sankoh, he argued that a politics based on a mere ‘demolition of colonial-
ism’ was insufficient: ‘it wasn’t just a question of independence, but how were we to organize our
activity thereafter?’89 In support of this effort, Sankoh and Makonnen created the apparently
short-lived African Co-operative League.90

Both men were also involved in the Fifth Pan-African Congress in Manchester in 1945.91

Makonnen provided funding for the event and served as a local host.92 He was also an official
delegate, representing the International African Service Bureau, as was Sankoh, representing
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his Sierra Leonean integrationist project, the People’s Forum. J. C. de Graft Johnson, who would be
a major supporter of the Ghanaian cooperative movement, represented the Coloured Peoples
Association of Edinburgh.93 The cooperative movement was woven through the conference’s pro-
ceedings. The Pan-African Federation included the ‘encouragement among African peoples of
Consumers’ and Producers’ cooperatives’ among its stated goals.94 The representative of the
Trade Union Congress of Nigeria demanded, among other things, ‘a Co-operative Movement
to oust the combines in Africa.’95

The college and the colonial office
The Pan-African Congress of 1945 was probably the zenith of the Cooperative College’s connec-
tion with organized anti-colonialism. After 1945, the College, now located at a new, larger campus
at Stanford Hall in Loughborough, was increasingly linked with the Colonial Office.96 From site of
robust critique of empire and capitalism, it became a kind of nongovernmental organization paid
to conduct outsourced training of colonial and neo-colonial bureaucrats.

In 1946, representatives of the Colonial Office visited Stanford Hall and recommended the cre-
ation of ‘a special course for colonial students.’97 This course was part of the wider project of build-
ing a ‘unified colonial service,’ which led the Colonial Office to develop courses at Oxford,
Cambridge, and LSE from the 1930s and, in the 1940s, to fund a range of new scholarships,
increasing the number of African and West Indian students in British universities.98 The Co-
operative College worked closely with the Colonial Office on the course. B. J. Surridge, the
Adviser in Co-operation to the Secretary of State for the Colonies, undertook some of the core
teaching and co-authored one of the main textbooks.99 In 1950, the course was expanded from two
terms to three, with the addition of guest lecturers and a seminar in which the students would
choose a ‘selected problem of Colonial co-operative development’ on which they would ‘report
with recommendations for future action.’100 In the 1951–1952 academic year, eleven students
attended through Colonial Office sponsorship, plus two more students from the colonies who
were sponsored by other organizations. They attended lectures on a range of subjects including
co-operative organization, the economics of cooperation, and colonial cooperative law. In addi-
tion, the students visited co-operative sites in England, Scotland, andWales. At the end of the year,
for the first time, the students in colonial cooperation sat College examinations alongside the
home students.101

Between 1948 and 1954, student figures show that colonial students predominantly studied on
the colonial course, while British and other overseas students mainly did not. At the same time,
they remained integrated into the social life of the college, in ways that sometimes seem infantil-
izing given that most colonial students were adults in their thirties or forties. In addition to their
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classes, students at Loughborough had access to facilities for various sports such as squash, table-
tennis, and hockey, as well as to facilities for ‘gramophone recitals.’ They were required to assist in
the shared tasks of communal life, such as washing up in the dining room and helping in the
grounds, to obtain passes for overnight absence, and to make their beds each morning.
Alcohol was forbidden in the College.102

As in the interwar years, the ‘international quality of the College’ was seen as one of its greatest
attributes, but this was often celebrated in superficial ways: photographs of students ‘in their national
costumes,’ for example.103 Colonial students remarked on the particular character of the College,
differentiating it from England in general. Theo Vardon, from the Gold Coast, had been ‘very lonely
and homesick’ in London, but at the College, ‘I am very happy for students freely mix and exchange
ideas.’ Marconi Robinson, from Tobago, described the College as a ‘meeting-place almost as inter-
national as the United Nations, but one with a spirit of friendship and brotherhood.’104

Students on the postwar colonial cooperation course were generally men who had begun
careers within the colonial administration. The course was meant to broaden their perspectives
and prepare them for further advancement within the cooperative bureaucracy of their territories,
and, ultimately, to create a cadre of cooperative leaders who could assist in the general project of
economic development and adjustment to global markets. As a 1944 survey of the college stated,
these students would return ‘to their native lands to serve their ownMovements and in some cases
act as pioneers of cooperation.’105 Between 1946 and 1960, using the same methods of aggregation
from periodicals and patchy records, I identified seventy-eight students who came from British
colonies or recently decolonized nations to the College. West Africa had the greatest representa-
tion (12 from Nigeria, 13 from Gold Coast/Ghana), with East Africa also well represented (13
students, of whom nine were from Tanganyika) and a considerable number of students from
South Asia and the Caribbean as well. These numbers are indicative of distribution but far from
exhaustive. According to the College principal, by 1967, over six hundred students from so-called
developing countries, mainly within the Commonwealth, had studied at the College under the
post-war scheme.106 Students were usually funded by their local governments or by the
Colonial Office, which sponsored a select number students for the course.107

College Reports on students forwarded to the Colonial Office emphasized qualities of leader-
ship. Rupert Dowden, from British Guiana, attended in 1951–52; his report describes him as ‘one
of the best students we have had,’ ‘shrewd and practical’ and ‘something of a natural leader.’ On
the other hand, a student from the Gold Coast required further tutelage: ‘Is quick witted but as yet
jumps too hastily to conclusions. Should make a good man if under good supervision for a
time.’108

In 1951, the British Council established a joint scholarship with the Co-operative Union in
order to provide an opportunity for overseas students working, preferably, within the voluntary
co-operative sector to study for a full session at the Co-operative College.109 It was awarded to
students in specific territories each year, on the advice of the College principal and B.J.
Surridge, who seem to have emphasized qualities of leadership, influence, and potential impact
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in their selection process.110 In 1952, they awarded the scholarship to Godfrey Paul Kanagaraj,
who was working for the Ulu Bernam Co-operative Society Stores Society in Malaya, because
he ‘seems to be a person of character and initiative and mature enough to benefit from the
course.’111 They also considered the local prominence of candidates. One student recommended
for a scholarship on a summer course in 1954 was a Mr. Omonya from Uganda. Aged 40, he had
recently been elected to the Uganda Legislative Assembly, and, as the assistant for the Bursaries
Section of the British Council informed the Co-operative Union, ‘we understand from his District
Commissioner that he is connected with many of the leading families in the district and is a man
of considerable influence.’112

In contrast with the plurality of interwar critiques of colonialism and capitalism, postwar
College publications were more likely to endorse a narrative of civilizational progress and tutelage
through the means of the cooperative movement, with Britain as a kind of cooperative mother-
country. One British student explained to his overseas comrades: ‘you will realise that the suffering
of the ordinary people of this country, in the past, was no different to the suffering of your people,
past and present.’113 A student from Trinidad agreed, telling a visitor in 1952: ‘Perhaps above all
we are profiting from Britain’s past experience.’114

Such lessons from history were highly selective. The British cooperative movement’s historical
links with radical politics faded into the background; in its place was the old idea of cooperation as
a path to modernity and citizenship that by-passed political unrest. In 1958, Joseph Ademola
Ologe, who worked as a Cooperative Inspector in the Nigerian Civil Service, made an argument
that could have been cribbed from the discussions of detribalization thirty years before. ‘The very
rapid advance in education, social services and economic life produced by over fifty years of colo-
nial rule had created a class of educated West Africans who gradually broke away from the social
structure in which they were reared.’115 Another Nigerian student, A. Ayordinde, who was on the
Executive Committee of the Co-operative Union of Eastern Nigeria and the Cameroons and was
at the College on a government scholarship, explained that the cooperative movement would assist
in jettisoning outmoded ways while preserving what was still useful.116

At the same time, the student newspaper continued to publish direct criticism of British poli-
cies overseas. Rather than an analysis of extractive colonialism, this nowmore often took the shape
of criticism of British hypocrisy on democracy and free speech. M. M. Tell from Jordan told the
student newspaper that while he admires ‘our democratic system in Britain [he] wishes that we
were as democratic overseas as we are at home.’117 Two other students, C. Georghiades of Cyprus
and Gervase Ishengoma from Tanganyika, expressed their admiration and surprise at the freedom
of speech enjoyed in Britain; their surprise, perhaps, also contains an implicit critique at the lack of
such freedom allowed by British administrations in their homelands.118 In both narratives of
development progress and critiques of British administration, then, democracy came to play
an increasingly central conceptual role; it would likewise prove to be a rich terrain for working
out the uses the cooperation in postcolonial regimes.
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The uses of cooperation
The colonial course had been designed to create cohorts of cooperative experts for the colonial
bureaucracies. It succeeded in this aim, participating in the broader indigenization of civil services
and their eventual decolonization. By the late 1950s, the Co-operative Union reported that ‘the
majority of people employed’ in colonial co-operative departments ‘are of local origin, many of
whom have been trained at the Co-operative College in Britain. In most instances, however, the
senior posts are still held by Europeans.’119 This, too, would change, as the case of Henri Lewis
Camille illustrates. He joined the Mauritius Civil Service in 1936, transferring to the Co-operative
Department in 1947. In 1952 he was at Co-operative College on the colonial course, where he
praised the ‘magnanimity of the British rule’ in his country.120 His College report described
him as a student ‘with a very lively mind, original and imaginative,’ who ‘would derive great ben-
efit from wider experience.’121 He became the first Mauritian Registrar of Co-operatives when he
succeeded Robert Allan Russel in the role in 1966.122

Such careers were possible because, despite their association with colonialism, cooperatives
proved to be significant tools for many postcolonial governments, often becoming tightly linked
with state initiatives and used to assert a rationalizing, centralizing control over entire industries.123

By 1955, the majority of countries represented at the International Co-operative Alliance were non-
European.124 However, this is not a simple story of postcolonial continuity, as I argue here using the
cases of Sierra Leone, Malawi, and Ghana. Cooperative movements were attractive to governments
embracing large-scale planned economic development, because they offered a centralized means of
accessing rural communities and organizing agricultural production. However, their independent
and internationalist tendencies made them difficult to control. Efforts to harness cooperative move-
ments thus reveal the complex relationships between development and democracy as well the diver-
sity of political-economic visions of the future in the early years of independence.

In Sierra Leone, the government actively sidelined efforts to create an independent cooperative
movement rather than a bureaucracy. Laminah Sankoh returned to Sierra Leone fromManchester
in the early 1940s, founding a newspaper and a political party with the aim of overcoming the rift
in the country’s politics between the colony’s Krio majority and the Indigenous Africans of the
protectorate.125 He also founded the non-state, fully voluntary Sierra Leone Aro Co-operative
Society.126 Herbert M. Awoyo Johnson, an employee of the Colonial Treasury in Freetown,
was involved in the Aro Co-operative Society and came to Manchester in 1944 to obtain
‘first-hand information on British Co-operation’ at the College.127 There, he made it clear that
Sankoh’s integrationist political goals were inseparable from the economic project of cooperation.
Awoyo Johnson linked ‘conflict and competition as a principle of economic progress’ with the
‘principle of divided rule,’ suggesting that Sierra Leone needed to get away from both principles.128

However, Sankoh’s political career foundered; significantly, the Aro Co-operative Society ran
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afoul of the colonial administration in Sierra Leone, ‘which declared that [Sankoh] had no author-
ity to use the word cooperative.’129 Independent Sierra Leone would go on to have a large
cooperative movement sponsored by the government, but the Aro Co-operative Society seems
to have faded away.130

By contrast, in Nyasaland/Malawi, the cooperatives introduced by the colonial administration
were first rejected and then definitively repurposed by African farmers.131 Early developments in
the colony were in line the emerging pattern of cooperation-as-modular-solution. Nyasaland
Governor Harold Kittermaster, having read C.F. Strickland’s reports on cooperation, requested
advice on the subject in 1936. With funding from the Carnegie Foundation, the Colonial
Office sent civil servant H. F. Bingham from Nyasaland to learn about cooperatives in Ceylon,
West Africa, and Europe in 1937–38.132 This nascent globe-trotting expert returned with a theory
that indebtedness was at the root of rural poverty.133 Assuming a homogeneity across developing
areas that did not exist, he sought to apply the modular solution of cooperation in order to stabi-
lize the labor market and shore up indirect rule by re-directing well-off Africans’ energy from anti-
colonial politics into economic channels instead. Finding little enthusiasm among this population,
Bingham expanded his efforts in 1939, allowing for other types of cooperatives and setting up a
training program.134 Cooperatives in Nyasaland languished during the Second World War but
were picked up again under the leadership of the ‘development governor’ Geoffrey Colby.135

Bingham visited the Co-operative College in 1946 and ‘returned to Africa with a supply of co-
operative literature,’ planning to translate it into a local language.136 He argued that local,
African initiative was crucial.137 However, in reality, African businessmen resisted cooperation
when they feared it would not pay or would lead to White dominance, and Bingham remained
controlling and mistrustful, refusing permission to societies interested mainly in profit.138

In 1951, William Coldrick, the chairman of Britain’s Co-operative Party, took a five-week tour
of Northern and Southern Rhodesia, Nyasaland, Kenya, Cairo, and Malta as a member of a
Commonwealth Parliamentary Association delegation. In Nyasaland, he met Bingham and found
him a ‘great enthusiast’ for cooperation. Despite the assistance provided by the Colonial Office for
cooperative development, however, Coldrick was disappointed. The ‘able Africans’ he met ‘spend
their whole time demanding political suffrage, and so far as I could see do nothing to help their
own people learn the nature of democracy by accepting responsibility.’ He distinguishes, here,
between the mere form of democracy – political suffrage – and the deeper reality of democracy
which is rooted in the kind of responsibility for collective welfare that cooperation was meant to
instill. His solution is simultaneously nostalgic for empire and a prefiguring of the patterns of the
late twentieth-century aid industry: the British cooperative movement should send ‘some of our
able young men’ to Africa for a few years to encourage cooperatives and thus teach real democ-
racy.139 In reality, Nyasaland’s cooperatives were absorbed into nationalist politics. In 1953,
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violence broke out over rural complaints, incuding new rules related to conservation, as well as
nationalist anger at the threat of federation with Rhodesia. Organizations such as the Kilipula Rice
Growers Cooperative Union and other local cooperatives were led and controlled by members of
the nationalist Nyasaland African Congress. Cooperatives even provided shelter for illegal meet-
ings and, in at least one case, a cooperative employee assisted a Congressman on the run.140

If in Sierra Leone cooperatives remained part of the state apparatus, and in Nyasaland/Malawi
they became a site of nationalist resistance, in postwar Gold Coast/Ghana, the significant coop-
erative sector occupied an intermediate position. As they had been in pre-war era, they were a
target of successive administrations interested in control over the lucrative cocoa-growing sector.
Yet, because of their local and international clout, the cooperatives retained some ability to resist.
Four postwar Co-operative College students—Joseph Obuobi, George Oteng, N.A. Dennis, and
Laurence O. Koranteng—used their expertise to different ends in the struggle over the cooperative
sector and, more broadly, democratic institutions in independent Ghana.141

After the Second World War, cooperatives increased their market share within the cocoa
industry.142 In 1944, a Cooperative Department was created, shifting oversight of the cooperatives
out of the remit of the Department of Agriculture, and the Gold Coast Co-operative Federation
‘was formed to control and guide the societies.’143 Although the process involved a ‘ruthless con-
solidation,’ it made the cooperatives demonstrably successful and thus attractive to non-member
farmers.144 The department also created a cooperative bank and consumer cooperatives, the latter
a direct challenge to foreign firms.145

In the midst of this efflorescence, and in the context of the Africanization of the civil service, the
Gold Coast cooperative movement sent a large number of students to the Co-operative College.146

Some of them were government officials with scholarships.147 Others worked at co-operative
organizations and were sponsored by the Co-operative Federation.148 By 1959, a dozen officers
in the Co-operative Department had been trained at the College, and six more who had been
trained there worked in the wider movement.149 The movement also looked beyond Britain, send-
ing officers for training in Nigeria and Kenya and taking part in visits to places including Israel,
Canada, and the Soviet Union.150

For the rising nationalist movement centred on Nkrumah and his Convention People’s Party
(CPP), the cooperative movement was both a threat and an attractive prize. Cooperative leaders
kept their distance: George Oteng, for example, became a Progress M.P for Ahafo-Ano, part of the
opposition to Nkrumah that was rooted in the cooperative movement.151 Having failed to win
cooperative organizations over, the CPP sought to build an alternative structure of cocoa farmers
and buyers that would sap the power of the cooperatives. They launched the Cocoa Purchasing
Company in 1952 as a ‘wholly owned subsidiary of the Cocoa Marketing Board.’152 It was super-
seded in 1953 by the United Ghana Farmers Council (UGFC), which was declared the
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141Assistant Registrar – Education, Department of Co-operation, Accra, to Marshall, 15 Sept. 1952, CO 852/1360/4, NA.
142Young, Sherman, and Rose, Cooperatives and Development, 181.
143Miracle and Seidman, Agricultural Cooperatives and Quasi-Cooperatives in Ghana, 8.
144Young, Sherman, and Rose, Cooperatives and Development, pp. 181–82.
145Stockwell, The Business of Decolonization, 88; Young, Sherman, and Rose, Cooperatives and Development, 182.
146Ahlman, Living with Nkrumahism, 8.
147A College Visitor, ‘Colonial Students at Stanford: College Courses Help Towards Self-Government,’ The Co-operative

Review 26, no. 6 (June 1952), 134; Co-operation Staff Training Co-operative College Courses Report, CO 852/1360/2, NA.
148Assistant Registrar Education, Department of Co-operation, Accra, to Marshall, 15 Sept. 1952, CO 852/1360/4, NA.
149Annual Report of the Department of Co-operation for the Year 1958–59 (Accra: Government Printer, 1960), 10.
150Nat. Yankah, ‘Co-operation in the Gold Coast,’ Co-operative College Magazine 1950, 38; Annual Report of the

Department of Co-operation for the Year 1958–59 (Accra: Government Printer, 1960), 11.
151Dennis Austin and Robin Luckham, Politicians and Soldiers in Ghana 1966–1972 (London: Routledge, 2015 [1975]), 148;

see Young, Sherman, and Rose, Cooperatives and Development, 5, 183.
152Miracle and Seidman, Agricultural Cooperatives and Quasi-Cooperatives in Ghana, 18.

434 Mo Moulton

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022821000279 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1740022821000279


‘representative body of the farmers in this country.’153 The UGFC was given a subsidy and a build-
ing; its share of the cocoa market grew to nearly 24% in 1959–60. At the same time, the govern-
ment began to take steps to bring the cooperatives under the control of the UGFC.154

In August 1959, Hon. Kojo Botsio, M.P. addressed the Congress of the Co-operative
Movement. In his address, he praised the ‘democratic nature of cooperation’ and its capacity
to produce good leaders. His litany of praise touched, too, on the balance sheet: the £2 million
accrued through share payments and reserves, and the ‘impressive assets’ acquired, such as
‘the buildings of Bank and Marketing Association in Accra and Kumasi, as well as the hundreds
of storage sheds which are very prominently in evidence around our countryside.’ He called, how-
ever, for a reorganization of the movement, which would bring the Trades Union Congress (TUC)
and the UGFC into a single alliance with the cooperative organizations, which could also take over
the work of the Co-operative Department. The Government, he suggested, would support this
work in various ways, including ‘increased grants.’155

According to the Co-operative Department, although opinion was ‘sharply divided,’ the
Alliance of Ghana Co-operatives ‘declined the offer’ and was duly superseded in December by
a new National Co-operative Council.156 Pressure on cooperative leaders to join the party
continued, but they regarded the invitation to form a single organization with the TUC and
the UGFC as a ‘trojan horse,’ because of those organizations’ close ties with the CPP.
Significantly, they resisted, in part, through recourse to the international cooperative movement
and its norms, explaining that ‘it was against the principles of the cooperative movement to iden-
tify itself with any political party,’ and the Ghana cooperative movement would be expelled from
the International Co-operative Alliance if that principle were violated.157

By 1960, however, the pressure had become too much, as the press piled on and bank guar-
antees were threatened. In August, the Co-operative Association voted to affiliate with the new
National Co-operative Council. In September, at an emergency meeting, the leadership of the
Association was ousted: President Mark Addo and Secretary George Oteng were replaced by
Obese Hayford and N. A. Dennis, respectively.158 Dennis took part in the plans for reorganizing
the buying and selling of cocoa under the new cooperative organizational system.159 Although a
committee was set up to advise the government on the future of the cooperative movement,
Nkrumah ignored its recommendations. In a Dawn Broadcast on April 8, 1961, he made the
United Ghana Farmers Council into the sole licensed buying agent for the Cocoa Marketing
Board; four days later, the Ghana Co-operative Marketing Association merged with the
UGFC.160 Nkrumah also targeted other cooperative institutions. Joseph Obuobi, by then an
assistant registrar at the Department of Co-operation, was appointed to work with H.C.
Gotts, a bank inspector, to enquire into the Bank of Ghana, where Laurence O. Koranteng
was the Assistant Manager. The Gotts Enquiry, as it was known, ‘made recommendations
for the improvement of the operations of Bank,’ which was nonetheless closed down in
November 1960.161 By April 1961, the Department of Cooperatives had also been abolished,
and the cooperatives’ assets were confiscated. The international cooperative movement seems
to have been sidelined as well. Although Co-operative College economics tutor Wynne Davies
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left his position in order to take a new job at the Kwame Nkrumah University of Science
and Technology in Ghana in 1961, his gesture was exceptional.162 The secretary of the
British Co-operative Union travelled to Ghana on a fact-finding mission and ‘was arrested
as a spy and expelled from the country.’163

The subsequent Commission of Enquiry rooted these moves in economic interest: they gave the
government ‘virtual control of the farming community in this country,’ allowing them to set prices
without facing opposition.164 By 1960–61, the cocoa cooperatives had a 30% share in the cocoa
market and were, for a time, ‘the largest single buying agent.’165 The UGFC operated hierarchically
and the Commission of Enquiry investigated allegations of fraud and corruption in connection
with its work.166

Scholars of the cooperative movement in Ghana have argued that the dissent and disaffection
sown among cocoa farmers by the take-over, as well as the broader economic crisis, ultimately
undermined Nkrumah’s regime.167 He fell from power in 1966, and in the aftermath, the cooper-
ative movement was briefly revitalized. That summer, a committee led by de Graft-Johnson found
that farmers were ‘alienated’ by the UGFC and recommended returning to a system that included
a role for the cooperatives.168 This was furthered by a Commission of Enquiry that, in 1968–69,
examined the takeover by the UGFC of the various cooperative organizations.169 The four former
College students gave substantial evidence both through testimony and submitted documents. The
Commission relied on the evidence given by Koranteng and Obuobi, in particular, to challenge the
conduct of the liquidator who had overseen the forced take-over.170 Oteng and Dennis also gave
evidence about the furniture and equipment seized when the UGFC took over the office and other
buildings of the Ghana Co-operative Marketing Association.171

Ultimately, the new government accepted the Commission’s findings that the take-overs were
‘irregular and unlawful’ and rooted in political motivation.172 They designated funds for various
purposes to repair the damage, from re-establishing loans to cocoa farms to re-starting the Co-
operative Bank.173 The cooperative movement reoccupied former offices and premises and
returned to business.174 Obuobi returned to his post as Registrar of Cooperative Societies; he
and Oteng, as secretary of the Ghana Co-operative Marketing Association, attended the Afro-
Asian Rural Reconstruction Organisation in South Korea.175 Dennis became the deputy managing
director of the Produce Buying Agency, Ltd.176 Ultimately, the reconstituted cooperative move-
ment suffered from a lack of resources and was finally abolished, possibly as the scapegoat for
higher government corruption, in 1977.177 However, the careers of Oteng, Obuobi, Koranteng,
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and even Dennis suggest that the Ghanaian cooperative movement was, during its existence, a site
of resistance and debate over the nature of postcolonial democracy.

Like later initiatives like community development or microfinance, cooperation was interna-
tionalist movement that both championed democratic local empowerment and ensured that such
empowerment seemed to be continually postponed. The Co-operative College, like the British
cooperative movement, contracted in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries; the for-
mal international courses ended in 1997 and the Loughborough campus was sold off in 2001.
However, the College continues to exist and to take part in development efforts, such as the
Coop Africa project of 2008–11. Although currently in a period of financial uncertaintly and
restructuring, the College’s commitment to an internationalist vision and its participation in
global development trends continue.178

Development and democracy were both central to the visions of a post-imperial world that
came into being in the middle decades of the twentieth century. The Co-operative College, some-
times in partnership with the Colonial Office, promoted cooperation as a means not only to orga-
nize colonial economies more effectively but also to transform colonial subjects into more perfect
subjects of a new world order. Its students were imagined as the foot soldiers of the cooperative
movement, personal vectors of continuity across the postcolonial rupture. However, they were
always more than that. Critics of colonialism while at the College, they made use of the cooperative
movement in diverse and unpredictable ways, and in so doing, they became world-makers them-
selves. As an international network that transcended both national and imperial structures, the
cooperative movement could, at least temporarily and contingently, provide a point of leverage
against both.
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