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Presenter
Presentation Notes
We’re roughly 2/3 of the way through our project looking at the decade after the war.  The WEA was founded in 1903 and reached the North East in 1910.  We’re exploring how the fallout from the First World War impacted on this relatively new organisation, and its affiliates, such as Trade Unions, the Cooperative, the Adult School Union, the Working Men’s Clubs, the YMCA, universities and other educational bodies. 
 




Reconstruction and  
post-war optimism 

W Temple, President of the WEA, 
December 1918:- 
 
“The way to real liberty and real justice is 
through education. … The world is plastic 
now; before long the new lines will be 
laid, and any fundamental changes will 
become very difficult.”  
 

Reconstruction Committee, 
and Fisher Education Act, 1918 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Throughout the war, the WEA’s newsletter, The Highway,  was full of exhortations to educate the people, so that a future cataclysm could be avoided.  Immediately post-war, classes, lectures, study circles and conferences are being set up on topics such as “the problems of reconstruction”, “industry after the war,” “women in industry after the war,” “the League of Nations,” and similar.  

At the time, there’s a confidence about the WEA: they see themselves as trailblazers, ensuring those born with fewer advantages can still receive an education up to something approaching university level (albeit in weekly nightclasses and study circles). I’ve included a shot of the reading list for two of their English Literature classes in County Durham during the early 1920s, and I think you’ll agree it’s not casual book club. Meanwhile, WEA staff and volunteers are knocking on the doors of cabinet ministers, they’re feeding in to the Reconstruction Committee’s Reports into adult education and they’re expecting to be heard. [Mactavish involved in the committees, writer of 1920s educational reports, Hadow had been heavily involved in the NE WEA before and during the war] 

So what are they doing, what are they engaging with?



Psychology Class Journal  
Annfield Plain, 1925-26 

• An educated democracy or 
“disaster” 

• Learning styles: “the tutor should 
not do all the work. To be a real 
live class, each member should 
contribute his or her share.” 

• “Modern Social Evils” - 
 “irreligiousness”; “senescence”; 
“repression” 

• Evolutionary anthropology and 
the mixing of racial “stock” 

• Patriotism or ‘heroism’ – Henry V 
or the Mosleys? 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
At a recent visit to Tyne and Wear Archives, one of our volunteers hit on something of a holy grail! An unprepossessing exercise book fell out from a large bundle of documents that she’d ordered completely speculatively.  It was the class notes from a Psychology class from the County Durham pit village of Annfield Plain in 1925-6. Whereas often enough we see only the titles and tutors of courses, here we have an insight into what was taught and of the students’ responses. The class notes were taken by students on a rota basis and read out and discussed like Minutes. 

Some of the key themes in these notes are listed on the screen. The democratic attitude to learning was explained from the viewpoint of understanding leadership and how it could sometimes be abused … one student spoke of how his experience of this was derived from armed forces experience. All agreed that classes made up of those from a diversity of occupations were most interesting and diligence broke down barriers of social class.

Modern social evils: much ‘decadent youth of today kind of thinking, especially regarding senescence!

Mixing of racial stock [fascinating choice of word] – In general, the class discussions indicate that they see this as a positive, so possibly flying in the face of the times “the splendid results of mixing English and Maoris … mixing between whites and negroes might lead to similar results.” 

Patriotism – this debate turns out to be very prescient for the following decade and actually remains quite current today!  We see the Mosleys already rearing their ugly heads over current debates.

Fascinating though these are, it was an all male class so we’re missing the perspective of more than 50% of the population.






Wasted effort or a den of anarchists? 

• “It was the Committee of an English Local Authority 
who replied to a tutor who asked for the loan of a 
room in which the students could meet, “If we let 
you have a room, you will make the place a den of 
anarchists.”” [Reconstruction Committee Report, 
1918, p207] 
 

• Or not radical enough?  
• “the Wasted Effort Association” 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These classes were controversial.  

Established authorities were suspicious of these more informal arrangements, often in Working Men’s Clubs: quote 

Others, such as the Labour Colleges, saw themselves as untainted by the bourgeois attitudes inherent in classes designed on university tutorial lines.  Will Lawther famously dubbed the WEA the “Wasted Effort Association” as he saw us as part of the problem –  working within the structures of an established class system as opposed to challenging it from its roots.

Yet there were radical things happening. For instance, Fred Bramley, who briefly became President of the WEA in 1924 (a year before his death) had also, in his role with TUC, organised a tour of Soviet Russia.  





And a 
perennial 
problem! 
_________ 



Women’s lives: new 
horizons, new challenges 

Lady Katharine Parsons, 1919: 
 
“It is fully acknowledged that men will not 
go back to pre-war conditions; they must 
have shorter hours, more leisure, more 
wages. But as for women, they are merely 
told to go back to what they were doing 
before.” 
____________________________________ 
 
• Restoration of Pre-War Practices Act  
• Women’s Engineering Society 
• 1926. Annie Errington and Bella 

Jolley 
• The vote – for some 
• Surplus Girls 
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Presentation Notes
We’re looking at lots of aspects of women’s lives post-war, including educational opportunities, the sense that the shortage of young men meant that many unmarried or widowed women were somehow surplus, the impact of gaining the vote (even if that was limited), the loss of factory jobs to males returning home, the idea that there were many ‘leftover women, the foundation of the Women’s Engineering Society, and so on.

Some of these stories focus on the bitter dispute of the 1926 strike, which like its 1980s counterpart, had wide ranging impacts on women’s lives. I’ve included a shot of an East Stanley soup kitchen, and one of the Whickham’s Women’s Football Team, which was one of many that reformed even after the 1921 FA ban to raise funds for those on strike. 

Surprisingly young women such as Sacriston’s Annie Errington travelled to the Soviet Union to obtain support, and we’re also looking at the story of Bella Jolley, a member of the WEA, a pitman’s wife who lived in Stanley and became a councillor, magistrate and member of the Board of Guardians. In the 1926 strike, 
she was involved in the running of child welfare centres, and distributing food vouchers and clothing to the children of striking miners.  The clothing collections were usually organised by women active within Labour politics, and Bella remembered people saying “There’s nee baby clothes left in Stanley, Mrs Jolly’s got them all”. Interviewed in 1970, she recalled that solidarity in mining communities was strong – private landlords, shopkeepers and the Coop (the Store) all allowing families considerable amounts of tick/credit, trusting to the “good grace of the folk”.






A fascinating 
misconception!
_____________ 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This misconception is perhaps less surprising than you’d think. The Reconstruction Committee report into Adult Education demonstrated that this wasn’t all that surprising – the report was littered with references to educating women, even suggesting adult education organisations followed the example of the Birkenhead Settlement (later to become a North Western headquarters of the WEA) in providing creche facilities. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Divided Opinions and 
Conscientious Objection  



Reading Rooms 

• A long 
tradition 

 
• Memorial 

Reading 
Rooms 

 
• Coops, Clubs 

and ‘tutes 
 

 
 

Plan of Lanchester Memorial Reading Room, 1923, RD/La 143/1756.  Reproduced by 
permission of [the owner of the owner of the document and Durham County Record Office.   

Photograph of a reading room in a working 
men’s club (location unspecified), B T Hall, 
‘Our Sixty Years’ (the 1922 history of the CIU) 
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Long tradition from at least the early 19th century – Jack Lawson self-educated via the tiny reading room. Sunday Schools, etc.  Stories of shepherds leaving books for each other in particular nooks on droving routes, and shoemakers reading to each other while they worked (Hobsbawm).

Growth from late 19th century.  Miners and Mechanics’ Institutes, Co-operative Societies, Working Men’s Clubs.  Post WWI, there were lots of MEMORIAL READING ROOMS LIKE THE LANCHESTER ONE IN THE PLAN AT THE TOP OF THE SLIDE. The image on the bottom right is from obviously quite a swish working men’s club.  

Meanwhile, we have to avoid romanticising the working class urge to self-educate.  Reading rooms often went hand in hand with billiard halls, and some – like the one in the report on the Newbiggin police raid -  actually contained no books but plenty of booze! 





Finding the Reading Rooms 

https://www.historypin.org/en/wea-turbulent-times-1918-28-ne-reading-rooms/ 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/9ZNHCD9 

https://www.historypin.org/en/wea-turbulent-times-1918-28-ne-reading-rooms/
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/9ZNHCD9
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