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Introduction

�is book is about how the cooperative movement came to occupy the center of 
colonial development and its spectacle of community- driven rural moderniza-
tion in the late British empire. It traces the long colonial career of an idea to use 
cooperatives—that is, formally organized groups that join together for a common 
purpose, pool their resources and share risk, and redistribute gains to members—
as part of a strategy of imperial rescue and colonial rule. �e book tracks how that 
strategy evolved and moved as a technopolitics from its roots in late nineteenth- 
century British India to eventually triumph as empire- wide development policy in 
the postwar Labour government, coinciding with the rise of community develop-
ment. Community development rose to prominence in the middle decades of 
the twentieth century as a cluster of theories and practices of development that 
addressed a decolonizing Global South. Its meanings, practices, and aims were 
diverse. It was not solely a feature of British colonialism. It was deployed by impe-
rial states and Cold War superpowers as well as by emergent postcolonial states, 
though to very di�erent ends. For colonial powers, community development 
�t in their repertoire of development techniques designed to stabilize colonial 
rule. Against that usage, African and Asian postcolonial states used community 
development strategies to break free from European domination, and community 
development was a common thread linking e�orts at national economic develop-
ment as part of the international �ird World Non- Aligned Movement, which 
arose a�er the Bandung Conference of 1955. Community development’s de�n-
ing claim was that it was supposed to help the predominantly rural communities 
of the late colonial and postcolonial world unlock their own latent capacities for 
improvement and modernization. Cooperatives were o�en part of community 
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development, and they were especially important in its late imperial British con-
ception and practice.

“Cooperative rule” grasps the entanglement of the cooperative movement with 
colonial systems. I take it from a comment made by Lord Frederick Lugard, for-
mer colonial governor of Nigeria and re�ner of the theory and practice of British 
indirect rule in Africa, in a preface he wrote for Claude Strickland’s Co-operation 
for Africa (1933). In that book Strickland, formerly in charge of the in�uential 
Cooperative Department in Punjab in India and later apostle for colonial coop-
eratives for the wider British empire, made the case that colonial governments 
should “reconstruct” African society using cooperatives. While praising Strick-
land’s ideas, Lugard wrote that he wished he could rebrand indirect rule as “Coop-
erative Rule.” What he meant was that cooperatives were a modern economic and 
social formation that leveraged already existing community ties and could be eas-
ily gra�ed onto what he understood to be “traditional” African society; that kind 
of gra�ing work to stabilize the old society so as to gradually transform it was, for 
Lugard, the very essence of indirect rule. He was echoing earlier claims, going 
back several decades, from practitioners of indirect rule in India who thought 
there was a natural a	nity between cooperative organization and village com-
munities there. I use Lugard’s phrase “cooperative rule” both to underscore the 
connection between colonial cooperatives and techniques of indirect rule and 
to evoke something beyond Lugard’s intended meaning, since for him indirect 
rule was synonymous with benevolent British trusteeship. I want to emphasize 
instead how in labeling it that way—cooperative rule—Lugard had inadvertently 
suggested the key truth about cooperatives in British colonial development: they 
were designed to rule—that is, to dominate, to govern from a hierarchical position 
above. �is was political technology (a technopolitics) wielded by colonial power 
and used to support empire.

In this book, then, I use the phrases “cooperative rule” and “cooperative develop-
ment” interchangeably as shorthand for the British e�ort to promote and control 
(through law and administrative systems) cooperatives of various kinds in colonial 
territories. Strickland was the major theorist involved in elaborating the strategy, 
and Lugard was one of the many British o	cials and experts on colonial govern-
ment won over by it. In tracking cooperative rule as it was transferred from British 
administrations and early community developers in India to new places in Africa 
and Asia, I take stock of the colonial situations in which cooperatives were called 
upon to solve crises that authorities saw as threatening the colonial order. In doing 
so I survey the dynamic �elds of politics that cooperative development entered 
during late colonialism and decolonization, and I think about how colonial ideol-
ogy was embedded within this new domain of development knowledge and plan-
ning. Although I survey the workings of cooperative development in India, Malaya, 
and the British- ruled League of Nations mandate of Palestine, I focus especially 
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on cooperative rule in East Africa, where the British had extended the reach of 
their empire by the turn of the twentieth century to Zanzibar, Kenya, and Uganda 
and, a�er World War I, to the former German- colonized Tanganyika territory as 
a League of Nations mandate. In the region, as elsewhere in Africa and Asia, the 
British saw the future of colonial development in terms of extracting agricultural 
commodities. Cooperative development was applied to work with that overarching 
strategy, but the British also conceived of cooperatives as a means of shoring up 
British systems of rule against political challenges. From the 1920s through the 1960s 
o	cials in the colonial territories themselves and in London looked on worriedly 
at growing political formations and movements that took aim at British colonial 
rule, including Garveyism, varieties of African nationalism and internationalism, 
and communism. �ere were moments of panic in British o	cialdom about chal-
lenges to indirect rule growing among the Chagga in the Kilimanjaro region of 
northern Tanganyika in the 1920s, a rising anti-colonial movement among the 
Kikuyu around the main zone of European settler- colonial power in Kenya, and an 
independence movement in Uganda that was growing especially strong among the 
Ganda in the 1940s. �e British feared that these and other African political move-
ments would one day coalesce into a massive front against British imperial rule.

Development thus presented one part of a strategy to combat those political 
challenges, so the whole story of the o	cial e�orts to spread the cooperative 
movement needs to be viewed as part of a strategy of imperial rescue. In tracing 
the story of cooperative rule, I call attention to how the colonial ideology embed-
ded in it could be contested and subverted by anti- colonial movement builders 
who envisioned cooperatives di�erently, both tactically and as part of their post-
colonial development imaginaries. I explore that subversion of cooperative rule 
in detail in the middle chapters of the book in the story of Uganda’s anti-colonial 
cooperative movement. In Uganda in the late 1940s and early 1950s a movement 
of cotton and co�ee farmers used cooperatives to pose a powerful challenge to 
colonial authority and to the British- structured colonial economy, which the 
farmers’ movement decried as racist, and to imagine an alternative pathway for 
cooperative development. To defend their position, the British imposed emer-
gency powers in ways that brought cooperative rule fully into the repressive tool-
kit of Britain’s end- of- empire authoritarianism. My purpose, then, is to trace the 
evolution of cooperative development as rule to explain why it was that anti-
colonial movements could easily recognize it as such and combat it accordingly, 
while late imperial Britons, captivated by the spectacle of British community 
development, were usually only capable of seeing cooperatives in the colonies as 
authentically democratic. In the �nal chapter I show how cooperatives came to 
symbolize British colonial development in the postwar moment in Britain and 
how Britons refracted their view of empire through a broadly shared enthusiasm 
for the cooperative movement, making postwar Britons only more inclined to see 
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colonial rule as an agent of democratic change even as cooperative development 
merged, in Africa and elsewhere, with emergency rule.

A key factor that helped to move colonial development plans for cooperatives 
from their evolution as a colonial technopolitics to their position in the fore-
ground of Britons’ postwar colonial development imaginary was the cooperative 
movement’s position as a pillar of culture in modern Britain. �e cooperative 
movement in Britain had grown in parallel with the rise of industrial capitalism, 
connected to working-class self-help strategies of the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. Unlike most of the cooperatives advanced later by colonial 
community developers, which tended to be agricultural producer cooperatives, 
in Britain the movement had always centered on consumer cooperation. Some of 
the �rst cooperatives were cooperative �our mills and retail clubs, established by 
the urban poor in Britain in an e�ort to get a cheaper price for bread and to �ght 
back against pro�t-seeking millers and shopkeepers. Starting in the 1820s, simi-
lar working- class projects were infused with the utopian socialism of the wealthy 
industrialist turned humanitarian Robert Owen, whose legacy would remain 
strong in the British cooperative movement throughout its subsequent history.

Owen believed that social transformation toward a more equitable society would 
come about not through a revolution that toppled the capitalist ruling class but 
through a gradual training of the character of individuals—and eventually society 
at large—in principles of cooperation. He thought these should be taught and 
practiced in “Villages of Unity and Mutual Cooperation” (such as the short-lived 
one he founded in New Harmony, Indiana). While Owenite intentional com-
munities did not last, there was staying power in Owen’s conceptual framework 
of proliferating spaces of cooperative practice to gradually transform society away 
from self-interest and pro�t and into socialism. His followers founded shops 
in Britain that tried to put his ideas into action, and Owenite shops and similar 
cooperative stores were one part of the repertoire of working-class movement 
building popular before and during the Chartist movement of the 1830s–1840s.

�e decline of Chartism led some to search for gradual solutions to grow social-
ism and empower the working class, and it was in that political dynamic that the 
Rochdale Equitable Pioneers Society in England’s industrial north was formed by 
a group of men that included �annel weavers, Chartists, and Owenites.

Because the Rochdale Pioneers laid out a set of principles that were taken up 
by others, as the cooperative movement grew into a national consumer movement 
during the second half of the nineteenth century, it was the Rochdale shop that 
got worked into the movement’s lore as the true original co- op. In turn, �delity 
to the Rochdale Principles became the test of whether a cooperative was authen-
tic or not. �ere were eight principles: democratic control (each co- op member 
had one vote regardless of share size); membership open to all; �xed and lim-
ited interest on capital; distribution of the cooperative’s surplus as a dividend in 
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proportion to a member’s purchases; cash trading; pure and unadulterated goods; 
commitment to education; and political and religious neutrality. As the coop-
erative movement grew internationally—with societies of various types around 
the world linked up through the International Cooperative Alliance, founded in 
London in 1895—the spirit of the Rochdale Principles was revered even if some of 
the code’s provisions applied only to consumer societies. �e Rochdale Pioneers 
were turned into founding fathers of the international movement. Even where the 
speci�c forms of cooperation had very distinct local origins completely discon-
nected from what was happening in Britain in the 1840s—as in Europe, where 
the cooperative movement centered more on urban and rural modes of producer 
rather than consumer cooperation, whether in agricultural credit, marketing, or 
other forms—their cooperators “never tired of singing the praises of the British 
movement and its founders.”

�ough the consumer shop was its center, the British cooperative movement 
became much more than a network of shops. In the later nineteenth and through-
out the twentieth centuries the co-op held a prominent place in the social and 
cultural life of nearly every city and town in Britain and was a central part of 
the labor movement. �e consumer movement formed its own institutions to 
connect its multitude of shops. �e Cooperative Wholesale Society (CWS) and its 
Scottish equivalent linked most shops in Britain to a central provider of grocery 
goods and other merchandise, extending its supply chains into the British empire 
and beyond. �e Cooperative Union became the major cultural and educational 
entity of the movement, printing propaganda to spread the movement and 
convening a national congress of cooperators each year starting in 1869. While 
 societies were supposed to remain politically neutral according to the code of 
Rochdale, the movement as a whole entered party politics decisively in 1917 with 
the formation of the Cooperative Party. Annual Cooperative Party conferences 
brought together delegates from political committees of the individual societies. 
A close alignment grew between the cooperative movement and the trade union 
movement, strengthened by agreements a�er World War I that made the Labour 
Party and the Cooperative Party (also referred to as the Co- op Party) a united 
force in elections and a joint presence in Parliament. Even Fabian socialists, 
enthralled by technocratic modernization and convinced that the state needed 
to be the main agent of change, saw cooperatives as integral to the future worker 
and consumer democracy that they envisioned. It was also the Fabians who 
made sure cooperatives were part of the labor movement’s paternalistic approach 
to the empire. Fabian socialist Sidney Webb, secretary of state for the colonies 
under Labour’s second brief government (1929–1931), was instrumental in setting 
up the �rst attempts by the Colonial O	ce to spread and control a cooperative 
movement in Africa. Britain’s postwar Labour government solidi�ed the place 
of cooperatives at the center of British long- term plans for colonial development. 
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Fabians were again in�uential at the Colonial O	ce and in Parliament (through 
their Fabian Colonial Bureau) and pushed to create or expand rural bureaucra-
cies of cooperative publicity, registration, and supervision throughout the empire. 
Under Labour’s 1945 government the Advisory Committee on Cooperation in the 
Colonies was set up to monitor and advise from London and to serve as a central 
hub of information about the progress of “the movement.”

At this point it would be very easy to misconstrue (as many late imperial  Britons 
did) what was happening with cooperative development in the British empire in 
the middle decades of the twentieth century. Seeing the anchoring of the coopera-
tive movement in working-class struggles in Britain and socialist Labour secre-
taries of state for the colonies invested in that history taking action to spread the 
cooperative movement to Africa and Asia and other parts of the empire, we might 
conclude that during the postwar moment, when the Labour Party reached the 
height of its political power, it got to work trying to undo the negative forms of 
colonial power (including colonial capitalism) that had been spread by the British 
empire to new places in the modern era, trying to build democratic socialism in 
their place. �e idea that cooperatives could work with British systems of colonial 
power is awkward given the popular meanings about democracy that are usually 
attached to the movement, but it should really not be surprising given the Brit-
ish cooperative movement’s long history, in which it was largely at peace within 
capitalism. To be sure, there was always a utopianism attached to the movement, 
and in the writings and speeches of many of its leaders an avowed anti-capitalism 
(this was true even through the postwar era covered in this book). Cooperators 
dreamed that they would create a democratic society, built on socialist principles, 
that moved out and up from many local neighborhood democracies of the co- op 
to wider national and international horizons. A�er the 1890s their utopian dream 
increasingly went under the banner of “�e Cooperative Commonwealth,” which 
meant socialism. And yet the movement was always ameliorative and reform-
ist in its approach to how to change society, aiming to adjust communities to 
industrial society and striving to gradually improve material conditions. Most 
cooperators and cooperative movement leaders had no desire to challenge capi-
talism by democratizing the work process, especially not in British cooperative 
movement’s factories and plantations in the empire, where surpluses were won 
and competitive advantage gained by exploiting workers terribly and where the 
co- op participated alongside capitalist �rms and colonial states in transforming 
ecosystems of colonial territories to make them work with the logics of the impe-
rial economy. And what about the various forms of cooperatives started up by 
European settlers in colonial territories? �ere was nothing anti-capitalist in a 
settler farmers’ cooperative organizing, cartel- like, to pay workers in area as little 
as they possibly could on their farms (on occupied land, procured for them by the 
law and order of a colonial state, backed by the powerful British military). Yet that 
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was a very common way in which settler colonialism spread the cooperative light 
in Africa, Canada, Australia, and elsewhere. Given its long history of working 
within capitalism— and indeed colonial/imperial capitalism—without challeng-
ing its base of accumulation, it is not surprising that in the British empire coop-
eratives could work with colonial rule.

To understand what made the cooperative movement so appealing to Brit-
ish community developers concerned with colonial rule, however, we have to 
appreciate the connection that colonial o	cials, missionaries, and others in the 
development knowledge complex of empire in the late nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries made between the problem of social change and the problem of colonial 
order. In India, Southeast Asia, and Africa, to rule was to preserve order, which 
meant managing social change. As Karuna Mantena argues, that impulse started 
in India in the second half of the nineteenth century, when techniques and gov-
erning doctrines of imperial rule broke with earlier nineteenth-century liberal and 
moral discourses about empire’s purpose. Where empire’s earlier imperative had 
been to catalyze change in Indigenous society, and domination was justi�ed as 
essential for moral and material progress, in the later nineteenth century British 
o	cials and the experts whose works they read started to see social change, or 
more precisely the pace of it, as a fundamental problem. Violent resistance to the 
British empire, such as that in the 1857 Rebellion, was determined to be the result 
of rapid change and the tearing of social fabric in what was, in anthropological 
analyses of the day, termed “traditional society,” theorized as “a cohesive, cultural 
whole that likewise was seen to resist the logic of modern society.” �e important 
theorist here was Sir Henry Maine, whose writings became in�uential in recasting 
the underpinning rationalities of British rule. Maine argued that “native society” 
and its communal and customary basis of organization were in dissolution, and 
“the village community” needed to be protected from the encroaching new forces 
of social change. British rule was partly to blame. Its new regimes of private 
property and tax and encroachments of commerce and a market society, Maine 
thought, had accelerated a pattern of social change that in other places (such as 
Europe) had been slow and gradual. �e pattern of social change was inevitable, 
but if British rulers wanted to avoid the unknown catastrophes of too-rapid social 
change, they needed to �nd ways of slowing the pace of change to village commu-
nities. As Mantena writes of the in�uence of Maine in formulating indirect rule as 
it would be applied in India and later in Africa, “Indirect rule involved a new ‘alibi 
for permanent protective rule’ premised on the British empire as “simultaneously 
cause and cure for the crisis of native society.” �e exact sources and nature of 
that crisis would continually shi�, but the primary task of empire now became the 
search for solutions to “halt the collapse of native societies” and contain the crisis, 
which “presented a wholly new rationale for empire, and implied a new frame-
work for the structure of imperial rule.”




