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Co-operatives and the

developments towards rapprochement between the
co-operative and labour movements in the years
between 1915 and 1925.

Labour Movement

I use the term 'co-operative' here to mean an
autonomous association of persons which seeks to

Vern Hughes

collectively provide some social or economic benefit
Vern Hughes is a Director of the Co-operative

Federation of Victoria and Secretary of Mutuality
Australia.

The co-operative movement and the labour
movement were the two working class self-help
movements which emerged in the nineteenth
century. They were generated by the same cause:
the shared experience of deprivation and social
exclusion during the formation and consolidation of
capitalism. Their remedies grew out of a common
impulse: social solidarity and the pooling of the
resources and organisational strength of ordinary
people.
Yet for most of the past century, these movements
in Australia developed in isolation from each other.
The labour movement set its sights on the capture of
the state (either by reformist or revolutionary
means)while the co-operative movement applied its
self-help principles to the meeting of immediate
needs. Neither movement saw its strategic direction
as having much to do with the other. Over time,
both movements lost even a common language with
which to talk to each other.

The consequence has been tragic for both. At the
close of the twentieth century, both movements are
stagnant, have lost their strategic and ethical
direction, and are on the defensive in the face of the

neo-liberal ascendancy. All this has happened at a
time when the neo-liberal triumph calls forth a
rediscovery of the principles of mutual aid and
collective self-help with which the movements were
bom a century and a half ago.

their

survival

and

renewal.

business venture. Its characteristic features are

member ownership and control, voluntary and open
membership, democratic governance, and the
primacy of member-generated capital. This last
point does not exclude the utilisation of external
capital, but it does insist upon the subjugation of

externally-generated capital to the purposes of
mutual benefit established by and for the members.
The first wave of co-operation and mutual aid in
Australia occurred in the period from 1860 - 1890,
with the formation of friendly societies, community
settlement co-operatives, retail co-operatives and
mechanics

The

labour

movement needs to learn once again about
voluntary co-operation in securing the social and
economic interests of working class communities.
And the co-operative movement needs to learn how
to organise itself as a social and political movement

now that the statist ideologies of the twentieth
century have run their course.
In this article I want to outline the three main

phases of co-operative activity in Australia, and
then explore in a little more detail some

institutes.

These

initiatives

were

undertaken to fill the vast social space in Australia
between the individual and the state, to meet unmet

community needs, and to enhance social solidarity.
The friendly societies were mutual provident
organisations
which
offered
sickness,
unemployment, medical, pharmacy and funeral
benefits for members, combined with social and

adult education activities in locally organised
branches. Their medical schemes were particularly

intere.sting, by-passing fee-for-service in favour of
capitation-based subscriptions for GP services. That
is, they contracted with doctors to provide medical
services to

members for

a

fixed

pre-paid

subscription. They also established a wide network
of not-for-profit dispensaries employing salaried
pharmacists. For their efforts, they incurred the
wrath of the medical and pharmacy professional

associations who waged a long political campaign
over half a century to kill off the friendly societies
which they regarded as "socialist" organisations.
Community

I argue that both movements now need each other
for

for its members, usually through an enterprise or

settlement

co-operatives

were

widespread in the 1870s and 1880s. State
governments established specific legislation to
recognise their existence. They were primarily
working class communal settlement ventures in
Queensland and New South Wales and farmer
ventures in South Australia.

Retail co-operative stores were established in this
period in mining communities in the Moreton,
Hunter and Illawarra districts and in the goldfields
around the country. Mechanics institutes were
established everywhere as membership-based
libraries.

Within the socialist movement from the 1880s,

there was a gradual emergence of debate about how
these sorts of ventures were to be understood. Some

such as Bob Winspear's Modern Socialists in the

Hunter Valley saw these initiatives as a means of
constructing a different social and economic order
which would transplant capitalism. Others who
called themselves Scientific Socialists (others came

to call them State Socialists) thought otherwise.
This divergence emerged in the movement by 1890,
and was to lie at the root of the subsequent century-

long separation between the labour and co-operative
movements.

social movements, though I hesitate to class these as
a fourth phase of co-operation following the
previous three. Many of these ventures were
community services, legal centres, and advocacy
bureaux formed to promote political objectives of
one kind or another, which quickly became
dependent on state funding and (subsequently) state
control. Many of these things are now being
dismantled by the state, which is always a

possibility if the ventures are not the products of
voluntary co-operation in the first instance.
Moreover, many of the publishing and printing
ventures established by the New Left did not
survive. There was an unresolved tension in these

From 1890 - 1910, the pendulum in Australia
shifted to state provision through parliamentary

movements between enterprise ventures established
as vehicles for pwlitical objectives, and enterprise

politics (the advent of our now-familiar party
system, the proliferation of state marketing

right. In the 1970s and early 1980s, state sponsored

authorities

and

utilities,

legislature-based

regulation, and the beginnings of the welfare state).
In large part, this shift rested on a belief that the
identity of society could be merged with the identity
of the state (Australia was regarded as a white

ventures as economic alternatives in their own

rental housing co-operatives and employment
creation co-operatives were also developed, but their
records suggest that state sponsored co-operative
initiatives do not flourish unless there is a genuine
sense of initiative and ownership from t)elow.

working man's paradise, protected and held
together by state action).

We are now in a {jeriod when globalisation means a
diminished role and capacity for the state in

The second wave of co-operation, from 1915 to
1922, came as a reaction against this Federation
settlement. The exjjerience of world war and the

economic
development.
Community-based
initiatives in civil society, in a variety of enterprise

influence of guild socialism, syndicalism and
Catholic social thought led many to question the
assumption that the identities of state and society

organising

social

solidarity

and

egalitarian

and associational forms, will lie the primary means

by which we can now respond to this new
environment.

could or indeed should be merged. There was an

upsurge of interest in worker co-operatives,
industrial democracy (the term 'self-government' in
industry became widely used), adult education
activities, financial co-operatives and local

The key question is: can we rediscover the impulse
to co-operate ? Can we remember enough of the
mutual aid and self-help tradition to put it into
practice ?

democracy. This interest dissipated throughout the
1920s in the wake of the impact of Bolshevism and
its two consequences: a resurgence of social
democracy and a turn to economic management at

With this question in mind, it is worth recalling a
fascinating period between 1915 and 1922 when a

the level of the state (assisted by the newly

attempted to recast the relationship between the

emerging discipline of economics).

Iatx)ur and co-operative movements. In the end they

The third wave of co-operation was in the late
1940s, in the period of post-war reconstruction.

importance of what they were trying to do, because

Retail, financial and housing co-operatives were

do at the start of a new century.

number of Australian activists and intellectuals

failed, but their failure should not obscure the

discovered as ways of rebuilding communities and
social solidarity after the war. The credit union
tnovement flourished, driven by the efforts of the
Young Christian Worker movement. These selfhelp efforts to enhance domestic life continued
through the 1950s and early 1960s in spite of the
ideological turmoil generated by the cold war and
the split in Labor politics.

what they were trying to do is what we must now

From 1915, there was an intellectual and political

critique of statism in both Britain and Australia
which was informed by sources as diverse as the
London New Age school of cultural criticism under

A.R.Orage, the Catholic distributism of Belloc and
Chesterton, the pluralism of Laski, Cole and
Duguit, English guild socialism and American
syndicalism, and the English co-operative and

There was a spate a new community ventures in the

mutual aid traditions. It was taken up in Australia

late 1960s and 1970s associated with the New Left

by four movements: the Worker's Educational

Association (WEA), guild socialists. Catholic

railway

distributists, and the co-operative movement.

established in Melbourne in 1921 by the carpenters

The WEA was formed

in

1913 as an

adult

workshops. A

Housing

Guild

was

and joiners union with a brief to build houses in
working class communities. Jim Scullin, Maurice
Blackburn, Tom Tunnecliffe, R.S. Ross, A.W.

education movement with origins in the English co
operative, friendly society and trade union
movements. Several of its English enthusiasts
including Herbert Heaton, Dave Stewart, Meredith

Foster and Don Cameron were guild socialists
during this period.

Atkinson, and R.F.E. Mauldon came to Australia

This alliance exerted significant influence on Labor

between 1913 and 1915 to develop its work in the
antipodes. They were invariably struck by what they
described as a relatively poorly developed
associational life in Australia, which they attributed
to a distinctively Australian expectation of state

Party debate during 1919 and 1920, and the Federal
Conference 'socialisation objective' of 1921 can be
understood only in terms of the debate about guild
socialism. Its emphasis on training and the exercise
of control in industry has been subject to a huge
historical neglect by labour historians whose
exclusive focus has tended to fall on the question of

provision as a solution to all social and economic
problems. As an antidote, they sought to promote
co-operatives, friendly societies, increased worker
participation in formal and informal education,
forms of worker participation in ownership and
governance structures in industry, and renewed
civic participation in local government. They ran
study circles across the country between 1917 and
1922 on topics such as 'Trades Unionism and Co
operation', 'Training for Control in Industry', and
'Guild Socialism'. They were joined by native-born
academics G.V. Portus, D.B. Copeland, Francis
Bland and R.F. Irvine in publishing a extensive
array of pamphlets and articles on these themes.
Guild socialism was an English reaction to the

state ownership.

Hilaire Belloc's The Servile State(1911) was widely
distributed and discussed in Australia during the
first world war and its immediate aftermath. Its

critique of high concentrations of ownership and
power, loss of worker autonomy, state welfare, state
education, and the modern party system, found a
wide readership in these years. The first Australian
journal devoted to Catholic social thought, with a
strong bias towards the work of Belloc and
Chesterton, was published in Melbourne in 1917
with the backing of the Jesuit Order. It was titled
Australia, and edited by Fr Michael Egan. It

statism of Fabian socialism. In Australia it was

promoted co-operatives, benevolent societies, and

articulated from 1915 as an alternative to Labor's

worker participation in ownership and governance
structures in industry. In 1920 the Industrial
Christian Fellowship was formed in Sydney,

managerialism

and

the

arbitration

system's

institutionalisation of the divide between labour

and capital. It looked to the emergence of
associations or guilds in industry uniting employees
and managements in a self-governing culture. Its
Australian enthusiasts comprised a broad grouping
of literary and religious figures, trade unionists and
Labor intellectuals. Vance Palmer spent 1915 and
1916 in Britain with the New Age guild socialists,
and returned to tour the country espousing guild

socialism throughout the following four years. He
was joined by fellow writers Louis Esson, Frank
Wilmot, Frederick Macartney; clergymen Frederick
Sinclaire and T.C. Witherby; and young
intellectuals Guido Baracci, Esmonde Higgins and
Uoyd Ross at Melbourne University, and V.G.
Childe, F.G. Crane, the young Fred Paterson and
Inky Stephenson at the University of Queensland.
Amongst trade unionists, Frank Hyett of the
Victorian Railways Union, A.C. Willis and J.M.
Baddeley of the NSW coal miners, and Arthur Rae
of the AWU articulated a guild socialist perspective
throughout these years. Willis and Baddeley
explored a number of practical attempts to buy-out
coal mines in NSW. The Queenland Railways
Union set up a committee to develop self-governing

comprising catholic and protestant supporters of
worker ownership and participation in industry
governance.

The co-operative movement from 1917 was the
subject of unprecedented public debate for the
following four years. New enterprises emerged in
agriculture, retailing, small manufactures, building
and housing. The first national organisation for the
movement was put in place in 1920 with the
formation of the Co-operative Federation of
Australia (CFA). Several state federations were
formed in 1921. The inaugural chairman of the
CFA, Rev Frank Pulsford, was a tireless advocate of
the co-operative movement during these years.

By 1920 an unprecedented level of interaction
between the labour and co-operative movements

was underway, with an unprecedented level of
public discussion occurring crossing social and
ideological categories. Throughout the latter months
of 1919, for instance. Archbishop Mannix presided
over a series of lectures at St Patrick's Cathedral in
Melbourne on the theme 'Guild Socialism and

Co-operativism - New Approaches to Social

1940s (after a brief sojourn with the trotskyists) but

Reconstruction'. In May 1920, the first national
congress of the consumer co-operative movement
took place in Sydney with an opening address by
Meredith Atkinson on the topic 'Co-operation and

found few receptive ears in the labour movement.

Social Reconstruction'. In 1919 the NSW Holman

Frank Pulsford in 1924, it lost its sense of being a
social movement. In the world of public debate and

Labor government had taken steps to put in place
the first industrial council involving trade unions

The co-operative movement found itself without
friends or enemies by the 1920s. After the death of

politics, it ceased to be a player.

and employers in a new governing structure in the
footwear industry, known as the Boot, Shoe and
Slipper Industrial Council. In 1920 the Industrial
Christian Fellowship organised a function in the
Sydney Anglican Cathedral on 'Democracy in
Industry'. And in 1920 the first Catholic break

framework which allowed for the development of

away party based on themes of worker ownership
and devolution of power split from the ALP in NSW

these movements and their capacity to shape the
public arena in their favour.

Why did all this happen ? To be sure, there were
important contextual changes occurring during
these years, but there is no doubt in my mind that
the key factor was the absence of a strategic

to form the Democratic Party.

What was missing was a strategic framework which
Yet by 1925, most of this activity and debate had
stopped. The Bolshevik revolution undoubtedly
played its part in forcing a re-alignment of interests

integrated three things: a commitment to self-help
activity; appropriate public policy; and a theory of
politics. The WEA activists, the co-operative

and forces. Industrial democracy was easily

movement and the Catholic distributists exhorted

discredited when labelled 'sovietism'. Economic

Australians to practice mutual self-help, but had no
conception of what kind of public policy initiatives

management at the level of the state seemed all that
the labour movement could reasonably strive for.

Co-operatives, self-government and devolution of

might facilitate or encourage such activity. The
guild socialists relied on social criticism and

power disappeared from the public agenda almost as

exhortation, but were unable to design co-operative

quickly as they had arrived.

self-help activity to bridge present and future. The
co-operative movement had no theory of jxjlitics

Most of the WEA activists became disillusioned.

and abstained from the task of constructing one,

Heaton and Atkinson emigrated. Others such as
R.F.E. Mauldon who early in the decade wrote a
marvellous account of working class self-help
activity in the NSW Hunter Valley resigned
themselves to a quiet life in academia by the end of

disallowing themselves a role in shaping the

the 1920s. R.F. Irvine became a confused advocate

political agenda. Only the WEA developed a
consistent theory of politics oriented to the use of
political authority for the protection and nurturing
of sufficient social space for civil society to flourish.
The guild socialists were inclined to think that trade

of Social Credit.

unions and the Labor Party could themselves grow

Vance Palmer retired to a fishing village in

into the structures of a new society. The concept of
autonomous social space in which civil society

Caloundra in 1927 and lived as a recluse for two

years. Frederick Macartney retired to run a post
oGfice in Darwin. Guild

themes continued in

Palmer's imagination (Golconda was a novel about
a self-governing mining community in North
Queensland), but the themes could no longer find
points of connection with the practice of the labour
movement or its politics. The co-operative

might grow remained outside their strategic
imagination. The Catholic distributists fell victims
to a similar weakness. They recognised civil society
as an arena for voluntary co-operation and

encouraged co-operative practice. But the
relationship between this arena and the arena of
politics remained undeveloped: the two sat side by
side, but in separate baskets.

movement discontinued its national publication Co

operative News in 1924. Attstralia was discontinued
in 1925. The Industrial Christian Fellowship wound

up in 1923. The NSW Democratic Party wound up

Together the co-of)erative and labour movements
require three things for their common survival: a
social and ethical commitment to voluntary co

and

operation and mutual self-help; a public policy
framework which encourages associations of
citizens to pursue their various conceptions of social
and economic progress; and a theory of politics

Higgins returned to themes of industrial democracy,
self-government and devolution of power in the

social space in which voluntary co-ojjeration and

at the end of 1922.

Guido Baracci, Esmonde Higgins, Lloyd Ross and
Fred Paterson became communists. Ross

which is oriented to the nurturing of sufficient
civil society can flourish.
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After the meeting enjoy a cup ofcoffee and a chat
in pleasant surroundings at
THE NEW INTERNATIONAL BOOKSHOP TEAROOM

located in the Trades Hall just up the stairs from the Victoria Street entrance
(almost alongside the History Society's meeting place).

