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J
ust over four years ago, a handful of trade

union activists got together at Ruskin

College, Oxford, to consider how to rebuild

the tradition of independent working-class

education. We asked: Where can workers today

find lively, informative, relevant and non-sectarian

ideas to light up today’s class struggle? Was there

ever a way and a means to learn from history to

help us fight for a better future? We set out to find

out.

    Four years on, the Independent Working-Class

Education Network has held more than two dozen

seminars and heard from over four dozen

presenters. We have met in England, Wales and

Scotland, and learned from Salford’s Working Class

Movement Library, the South Wales miners, railway

workers, university researchers, trade union and

adult education historians and tutors (both past and

present). We discussed the Grunwick strike, the

Matchwomen, Noah Ablett, theatre, migration,

modern housing struggles, the origins of education

in the rail unions, and much more. Every

presentation has been short, prompting lots of

discussion about lessons for now and the future.

Always, our idea is to strengthen the notion of

independent working-class education. By this we

mean ‘working class’ in the broadest sense, and the

world over. By ‘education’ we mean workers helping

one another to become aware of the lessons for the

future, sharing and taking things forward. By

‘independent’ we mean educational processes

controlled by working-class people themselves.

    Having originally met at Ruskin College, we have

regularly spoken about the historic Plebs League

founded there, and the ‘strike’ of 1909, which fought

against the imposition of an education meant to get

the workers to sing the bosses’ tune; instead we

have recognised the Plebs League’s insistence that

they should be able to learn about economics,

philosophy and history from the workers’ side. But

things are changing. We live in a global economy. In

the UK, now more than half of union members are

women. The education programmes that were once

offered by trade unions have often been

compromised, but some fight on. IWCEN quickly

discovered education activists around who want

‘lively, informative, relevant and non-sectarian ideas

to light up the class struggle’ and sometimes offer to

deliver it. We feel that acting as a network –

alongside many other partners in this project – can

help rebuild ‘independent working-class education’.

    We have begun to develop and share materials for

lively sessions that can be used across the country,

and working with other education activists, want to

strengthen the oral tradition, use social media and

are considering some kind of online programmes.

We have a good website and are using our manifesto

as a means of ongoing discussion and debate. If you

want to contribute in any way at all contact Keith

Venables at iwceducation@yahoo.co.uk or go to

iwceducation.co.uk.
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