
At intervals journalists, commentators and left-wing politicians would
accuse students of losing their idealism, of becoming materialistic and
beady-eyed, obsessed with good results and good jobs, addicted to
hedonism and pop culture rather than intellectual pursuits. An article
demanding ‘Where have all the rebels gone?’ appeared on the twenti-
eth anniversary of the events in Paris in 1968. After the Waddington
affair in 1985–86 students seldom resorted to direct action within the
University, although they still picketed and petitioned by way of protest.
Demonstrators still clashed with the police, and a few Manchester stu-
dents were arrested for public order offences, but in London, not in
Manchester. In 1989–90 the Union Executive temporarily lost faith in
the effectiveness of demonstrations. Symptomatic of a new mood was
the failure of the Socialist Workers’ Students Society, in February 1990,
to win support for their proposals to occupy the University offices in
protest against the introduction of student loans the following autumn.
To authorise such action, an Emergency General Meeting needed to
attract 500 students. This one mustered only 108. ‘Occupations achieve
nothing’, declared the Academic Affairs Officer.

Students did not lack contentious issues or grievances, but now
tended to focus on matters directly related to student welfare and to
relations between students. These naturally included grants, benefits
and loans, which were of almost universal concern. Increasingly
prominent throughout the 1980s were protests against sexism, sexual
harassment and crude misogyny. Campaigners strove to invade mas-
culine preserves, to ensure respect and consideration for women, to
protect them against indecent and violent acts, and to procure more
genuine equality of opportunity – a concern which extended not only
to women, but also to ethnic groups and disabled people. Interest in
southern Africa and in nuclear disarmament became less intense in the
late 1980s. No longer did students seek allies in fellow victims of Gov-
ernment policy, friends in health service workers or striking miners.

12
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Levels of student radicalism were related, among other things, to
the job prospects of university graduates. Both good and hard times
tended, for different reasons, to stimulate student protest and win it
sympathy from apolitical students – good times because they bred self-
confidence and a sense that students deserved a hearing; hard times
because they alienated students from an economic system which
offered even graduates little hope. There were in-between times, such
as the later 1980s, when prospects were far from dim but the superi-
ority of and demand for graduates could no longer be taken for
granted. These competitive periods were more likely to produce a
swing to the Right or result in a lower level of political consciousness.

In the late 1970s Conservatives had briefly dominated the Union
Executive. Ten years later change depended on the ‘Cosmo-ites’, sup-
porters of a shrewd politician, Richard ‘Cosmo’ Hawkes, denounced
by his enemies as a closet Tory, whose professed aim was to restore the
Union to the average student. Although vowed to a deeply unpopular
loan scheme, the Government seemed less obnoxious to students than
in Keith Joseph’s day. It was now encouraging universities to expand
and widen access to higher education, although it intended to pay as
little as possible for the increased numbers, and students could only
anticipate a decline in the quality of their education.

Throughout the decade students struggled with financial problems
as the value of the standard maintenance grant wasted away. Year after
year the Government announced grant increases which fell short of
the general rate of inflation and took no account of rising prices in
areas of special interest to students, such as books, bus fares, and the
movement of rent. In November 1984 the Vice-Chancellor quoted
figures supplied by the CVCP which suggested that the purchasing
power of the full grant in the previous year had fallen by 22.1 per cent
since 1968. In May 1986 he argued, in a letter to MPs about student
financial problems, that the grant’s real value had declined by about
15 per cent since 1979. Rises in University rents did not outstrip grant
increases as dramatically as they had done in 1980–81, the year of the
great rent strike, but they were almost always steeper, especially in the
catered halls which had to pay large wage bills.

The NUS, as the national negotiating body, ceased for a time to
argue for increases which would have restored the grant to its old
level. Such ill-timed demands would have seemed absurdly unrealistic,
dwarfing the wage claims made by public sector workers, and would
have stigmatised students as greedy and naïve. Few tangible results
flowed from ritual protests, such as burning Sir Keith Joseph in effigy
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or conducting all-night work-ins in the John Rylands Library with a
conjuror-comedian for light relief. In 1984 a Mancunion campaign
special urged the case for a New Deal (students no longer had good
job prospects to console them for their penury while they studied).
Three years later the national campaign was aptly christened GBH,
which stood both for the grants, benefits and housing allowances
which had been reduced or withdrawn, and for the grievous bodily
harm which Conservative policies were inflicting on higher education.

Government policies under Joseph seemed designed to discourage
young people from attending universities. Inadequate maintenance
grants were not the only problem. The minimum grant, once payable
even to the children of affluent parents and affording them a modicum
of independence, was first halved and then abolished. No longer could
students make special claims for travel expenses, since a flat-rate travel
allowance was included in the grant and supposed to satisfy everyone.
This bore hard on students living in outlying halls of residence such as
Needham in Didsbury, and on certain other groups, such as senior
medical students, who had to travel from one hospital to another.
Travel costs were among the forces which drove students towards the
Hulme estate, hard by the University, and drew them away from more
secure and salubrious areas several miles away.

However, in 1984 the Secretary of State introduced two measures
which might be described as redistributing wealth, since they were
harder on affluent parents and easier on those with modest incomes.
He raised the point on the income scale at which parents were first
called upon to contribute towards their children’s maintenance at uni-
versity. To the outrage of many, he also proposed to charge tuition fees
of about £500 to parents whose residual income exceeded £22,000. As
the Vice-Chancellor told Council in November, this was ‘a radical
departure and returned to a situation not seen in the United Kingdom
for more than twenty years’. It had long been accepted that university
places themselves should be free, in that tuition fees were always paid
from the public purse, even where a student’s maintenance at univer-
sity was not. Any departure from this principle suggested a move to pri-
vatise higher education, for if places ceased to be free universities might
begin to resemble public schools and well-to-do parents be better
placed to buy opportunities for their children. The Vice-Chancellor
also objected to another Government tactic, the device called ‘cou-
pling’, which consisted of reducing student support in order to provide
resources for other purposes – perhaps to buy research equipment.
Some had said that the move was good for universities, but bad for 
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students and parents. ‘In the Vice-Chancellor’s opinion’, reported 
the Council minute, ‘it was a most regrettable way of thinking that 
contrasted students with their University in this way.’

Joseph’s move to exact tuition fees proved unpopular enough to
provoke a Conservative back bench revolt. He withdrew the fees pro-
posal, but clung to his other reforms. Suggestions of using extra
tuition fees to top up the income of impoverished universities were to
recur for many years to come, together with proposals that students’
parents or sponsors or even the students themselves (by means of
loans) should be made to pay them.

By May 1986 students were clearly about to suffer from changes in
the social security system. They would forfeit their entitlement to sup-
plementary and unemployment benefits during the short Christmas
and Easter vacations, and students living in halls of residence would
no longer be able to claim housing benefit. Most students spent up to
two years in privately rented flats and houses, which they had to take
for the whole academical year, even though few occupied the
premises during the long vacation from June to the end of September.
Henceforth they would receive only limited benefit for the summer.
Cuts in housing allowances, argued a Campaign Special issue of Man-
cunion in 1987, were especially serious for students because they
spent as much as 39 per cent of their income on accommodation, and
this was believed to be more than any other group in the population,
with the sole exception of single pensioners.

Indebtedness became a feature of student existence. By the autumn
of 1984 banks had realised that students were almost certain to over-
draw on their accounts and were allowing many of them to overstep
their initial credit limits of £100 or £200. They asked only that students
should arrange these facilities in advance, and reproved those who
helped themselves. However, banks seemed to favour the disciplines
most likely to lead to lucrative jobs with high starting salaries, and
budding accountants, lawyers and engineers might well fare consider-
ably better than future librarians, schoolteachers or social workers.
Hence the Vice-Chancellor complained of the furtive introduction of a
‘loan-scheme by omission with certain courses being assessed as more
credit-worthy than others’.

By the autumn of 1986 the Vice-Chancellors and Principals appeared
to have convinced themselves that an impartial public loan scheme,
designed to raise grants to subsistence level, would be better than one
operated by the banks according to their own criteria. Student politi-
cians, however, would not ditch the idea of restoring the grant. Hence
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any suggestion that loans might be formalised by a Government scheme
was sure to be deemed a shameful surrender. Richmond, once hailed as
the students’ champion, fell from grace with his Vice-Cancellarial col-
leagues as precipitately as Prince Lucifer and the rebel angels. Only in
the autumn of 1990, however, did the Government introduce a mixed
system of loans and maintenance grants.

Generalisations about student wealth and poverty depend exces-
sively on anecdotal evidence. James Vernon, a student in the 1980s,
remembers having enough money for survival but being chronically
overdrawn, while certain contemporaries found themselves ‘in a melt-
down situation’. Some enjoyed good relations with generous parents;
others did not. One barometer of student poverty was the popularity
of the decaying Hulme estate. Mancunion estimated in 1984 that at the
1981 census 21 per cent of Hulme residents had been students (stu-
dents constituted about 4.4 per cent of the city’s population). In 1988
it suggested that they accounted for about one-third of Hulme’s popu-
lation of 19,000. Crime rates were high and insurance unobtainable,
but the consolations were many. ‘Beasts and Bullies aside’, said a guide
to places to live, ‘Hulme is the place to be if you’re living on a student
grant. At £24 a week for a three- or four-bedroomed, centrally heated,
double-glazed flat it is possible to add a spot of luxury to the average
student’s life-style. But you don’t get this for nothing! Cockroaches and
mice are not unknown, while asbestos panels and ultra-thin dividing
walls pose problems to an individual’s health and sanity’.

Some students accused their contemporaries of exaggerating their
misfortunes, of having little idea of the nature of true poverty. Some
of their penury may, indeed, have resembled what Victorian sociolo-
gists had once called ‘secondary poverty’, due to mismanagement of
a tight budget or expenditure on diversions rather than essentials. But
entertainment, not all of it cheap, was needed to make life tolerable,
to colour what H.G. Wells, in Love and Mr Lewisham, dubbed ‘the
greyness of the life of all studious souls’. Drunkenness remained a
problem even at times when, in theory, students had no spare cash;
some of it was fuelled by the bar promotions of brewers and distillers.
Heads of University residences noted in 1988 that ‘the level of alco-
hol consumption among the student population continued to be a
cause for concern and was leading to unruly behaviour, vandalism,
criminal damage and an increased incidence of medical problems’.
Television, soft drugs and music clubs figured prominently in the
leisure hours of James Vernon and his friends. He had come north,
like the Mass Observers who studied Bolton in the 1930s, in the hope
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of discovering the world of the working class; but he also wanted to
be close to Factory Records, which managed the Hacienda Club and
enabled fans to rub shoulders with the music-makers. Smoking
cannabis proved cheaper than getting drunk, although it involved
frightening encounters with sinister parts of the city, in Hulme and
Moss Side – ‘you were shitting yourself, you got your drugs and you
legged it back home!’.

Students were increasingly inclined to take paid work during term
and, unlike their American counterparts, to look for jobs outside the
campus. Since the University was a major employer of local people,
opportunities for waiting at University tables were rare, although
Union bars offered some paid work. Many laboured long hours two
or three nights a week in restaurants and pubs. Some students became
care assistants or nursing auxiliaries, a job which required ‘no medical
training, just common sense, a strong stomach and a caring outlook’.
The Manpower Skill Centre helped companies to cover staff holidays
and sick leave, and welcomed students for temporary work during
holidays. Drug-testing for Medeval, though ‘inconvenient’, was not
strenuous and could bring in much-needed cash.

Rumours spread towards the close of the 1980s that Manchester was
pulling in more prosperous students and attracting them by the fame of
the Manchester music scene. Most took care to dress down and make
themselves inconspicuous. An article, ‘A-Car-Demia’, of 1988, esti-
mated that one student in eight owned a car, with all the social cachet
it conferred and all the attendant problems of parking and security.
Much student dismay had greeted a recent decision of the University to
increase its parking charges, to which a car-less population would have
been indifferent. For this article at least the question was, not how
poor, but how rich students had become: ‘Although designer clothes
and filofaxes proliferate in the Union coffee bar, that bastion of hip and
trendiness, are we all that wealthy?’

Students endured the picturesque squalor of dank and dilapidated
Victorian houses and were afflicted by a chronic lack of ready cash.
But they owned hardware and software that made them the envy of
local residents, the victims of burglaries, and the despair of the police.
The neighbours, wrote a student journalist, knew students when they
saw them. ‘You are the ones that never sleep, but never seem to get up
. . . They know you haven’t got a proper job. But they also know each
of you has a stereo, and if you come from the south, a telly as well.
Thus, they fiddle with your Yale locks, smash your windows, and
crawl through gaps in your walls to steal your precious belongings. At
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last your redistributive socialist ideals are realised, as some poor
deprived Mancunian buys your whole “Earth, Wind and Fire” collec-
tion for 50p. at a well-known second-hand store.’ Personal computers
and word-processors were still comparatively rare, but by the autumn
of 1988 the NUS and the Midland Bank had contrived a scheme
which would enable students to buy them, with loans of up to £1,000
to be repaid within two years of graduation. More and more students,
reported Mancunion’s ‘Housing Special’ issue in February 1989, were
choosing to buy houses rather than rent accommodation. Since prices
were still rising at the rate of 10–15 per cent per annum, there was
some prospect of making a tidy profit at the end of one’s university
career. About some students there was a touch of the rising bour-
geoisie, of the Young Urban Professional in the making, of the owner
(not always for long) of expensive electrical or electronic toys and
perhaps a modest car.

At the start of the 1980s there were alarming reports of graduate
unemployment, which seemed, in the short run, to justify the decision
to reduce the number of graduates by paring down the universities and
cutting student numbers, especially in the arts, humanities and social
sciences. Gratification was not only deferred but remote; student priva-
tion was unlikely to be instantly relieved by well-paid jobs rewarding a
good degree. From 1980 to 1984 prospects were bleak; indeed, the
Careers Advisory Service described them as the worst since the Second
World War. Reduced public spending on education, which had always
absorbed many of the educated, led to higher unemployment, with
fewer graduates embarking on research degrees or training as teachers.
When recession overtook manufacturing industry, the prospects for arts
and science graduates seemed equally poor. Whilst unemployment ran
high in 1983 for those with degrees in Philosophy or Archaeology,
Zoology and Botany graduates fared only a little better. Graduates were
taking jobs appropriate to school-leavers (for example, as clerical assis-
tants in the Civil Service), and one report referred ominously to ‘unem-
ployment in relation to developed talents’. Expert advice suggested the
need to adapt, to go where jobs could be found, to cultivate basic
numeracy (at least by acquiring a Mathematics O-level), and to build up
a varied curriculum vitae. For a time the best chances seemed to lie in
occupations which idealists regarded with deep suspicion – the army,
the police, or the Government centre at Cheltenham for the gathering
of intelligence. A lecturer in Metallurgy had supposedly advised the
class of 1982: ‘There’s no point in applying to anything but South
African companies or those involved in nuclear weaponry or power.’
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From 1985 onwards economic revival inspired greater optimism,
although, as one expert warned, the ‘concept of the graduate as Crown
Prince has gone’. The willingness of large firms to endow chairs in
accountancy and law suggested a demand on their part for good grad-
uates. It was probably true that the market for lawyers, accountants,
trained managers, engineers of all kinds and computer scientists
remained most consistently buoyant, but there was now some comfort
for arts and science students so long as they were not ‘trapped’ by the
confines of narrow degree subjects. The formal logic learnt by readers
of philosophy was said to speed careers in computing, and employers,
it was now reported, wanted graduates with general abilities and 
‘all-round balance’, both academic and social.

By 1989 the increasing confidence of graduates was causing them
to look upon visiting employers with a cool, appraising eye. The
Careers Service complained of students who attended company pre-
sentations only with a view to descending on the buffet and bearing
off the bottles. An unrepentant writer in a Union careers leaflet
replied that since the talks given on those occasions were uniformly
uninspiring, ‘the best way to distinguish between firms is the quality
of their refreshments . . . Megacorp Telecoms had done us proud.
There were two tables of alcohol. There were vol-au-vents stuffed
with prawns. There was cheese and pineapple stuffed with enough
cocktail sticks to keep a low-tech acupuncturist busy for weeks . . .
Remember that you are in a seller’s market. In general these firms
want graduates more than you want them. This food is there as an
incentive to promote their image. A full buffet and a free bar at the
Britannia suggests to me job satisfaction and maybe a company car
. . .’. The first Alternative Careers Fair, for those who were not by
nature the future servants of large companies, was held in the Refec-
tory on 27 February 1990 and attracted about 1,100 students, open-
ing their minds to such diverse possibilities as ‘acupuncture,
co-operatives, modelling, journalism, and starting your own business’.

In this climate, benign but changeable, it was not surprising that the
pattern of student politics should begin to alter and one of the periodic
reactions against student radicalism set in. For many years the same crit-
icisms of the Students’ Union had circulated among its more moderate
and conservative members. The Union purported to represent all stu-
dents, but in fact spoke only for a vocal, left-wing minority addicted to
slogans; its constitution permitted, indeed encouraged, the manipula-
tion of General Meetings by small bodies of politicos and endowed such
meetings with undue importance; campaigns for left-wing causes took
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precedence over services to the whole student body; intolerance and
intimidation lay in wait for the holders of views which conflicted with
Union policy on such matters as women’s rights to choose abortion.

Mancunion, the Union’s paper, was accused of biased reporting, 
particularly in 1982–83, when it could not advertise the Bogle Stroll
without calling the event ‘politically redundant’ and urging ‘Save your
boots for a Grants Demo instead’. A postgraduate complained of the
disingenuous use of ‘sarcastic titles and smug little editorial notes’ to
discredit letters expressing opinions which conflicted with those of the
‘Mancunion hierarchy’. Indeed, the editor was formally criticised,
though not censured, by the Union Council for breaking his pledge to
avoid ‘cheap propaganda and sensationalism’. His General Election
headline, ‘THROW OUT THE TORIES’, gave considerable offence; a
correspondent argued that the paper had been ‘both outré and gauche
at the same time’, and that its overt bias had disenfranchised some 60
per cent of Manchester students. In September 1984 the Conservative
Association claimed that 42 per cent of students had voted Conserva-
tive in the Election of 1983 (a disaster for Labour), and declared that
‘Conservatives strive to ensure that the Union serves all students and
their needs and not just the minority of politically active ones.’

Satires on left-wing middle-class poseurs multiplied in subsequent
years, demanding a ban on ‘pseudo-proletarian uniforms’ such as
NUM jackets and North West Gas coats. A self-styled ‘average Chi-
nese dentist’ observed the vogue for ‘long, dark overcoats, post-apoc-
alypse make-up, torn jeans and training shoes’ which prevailed among
the more raucous left-wing students. The impending departure of a
leading student Marxist prompted rhetorical questions:

Whither Ranting Rob now his time is nearly done?
Follower of Trotsky and Hampstead’s famous son?
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
But whither now that intellect, to join the NLR

elect,
Or hit his local Labour branch with analysis

correct?
Some say to sunny Mexico and others say Peru,
To rant and rave and find himself in Marxist

pastures new.

Elsewhere on the spectrum lay the Hon. Gaston de Wimpson, a kind
of Alf Garnett in reverse who specialised in saying the unsayable, a fic-
titious upper-class twit who entertained readers of Mancunion with a
regular column. ‘If there is any consolation to be drawn from my
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vastly unhappy three years at Manchester, there has been a certain
anthropological fascination in observing the student sub-species in its
natural milieu.’

Bored with earnestness, self-righteousness, ideology and pomposity,
some students had always found relief in joke candidates; elections,
after all, tended to coincide with the carnival season. A stuffed duck
named Colin had narrowly won the presidency of OPSA in 1982 on
the manifesto ‘Quack! Quack! Quack!’, but had been dethroned on
the grounds that he was not a registered student and not entitled to a
room in the student village. A joke candidate with a difference was
Richard ‘Cosmo’ Hawkes, originally a BA (Economics) student from
Wolverhampton Grammar School. He was able to storm the Union
itself and hold sabbatical posts for three successive years (1986–89)
because the University had amended its ordinance on student disci-
pline after the Waddington affair in such a way as to bring sabbatical
officers within its ambit. The Union then argued that if officers were
deemed to be students for the purposes of discipline they must also be
so for electoral purposes. Cosmo sported an elephant hat, which his
enemies were quick to dub a phallic symbol, and put out rhymed 
manifestos remarkable for the absence of any political message:

Big nose
No chin
Cool and handsome
Vote for him

and

If I was an apple
I’d be a total bore
But underneath my skin
I’d have a pip-filled core.

In the elections of March 1986 Cosmo attracted attention by standing
for all the Executive posts save those of Women’s Officer, Overseas
Officer and Postgraduate Officer. He won three contests, became the
sabbatical Events Officer, and held concurrently two non-sabbatical
posts. His serious message for the next three years, ‘It’s your Union –
claim it’, was addressed to students interested in services rather than 
in politics.

In 1988, after some false starts, Cosmo succeeded in carrying,
through a cross-campus ballot involving about 1,800 students, his pro-
posals for constitutional change, the pip-filled core of the Cosmic

Student culture in the 1980s 277

chap 12  23/9/03  1:19 pm  Page 277

Brian Pullan and Michele Abendstern - 9781526137197
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:56:02AM

via free access



apple. He invited the Union to make the whole Executive, rather than
a single officer, responsible for campaigns. To that end, the post of
NUS/Externals Officer, hitherto responsible for campaigning, was to be
abolished, and a Communications Officer appointed instead. The
Executive would also include a non-sabbatical Halls Liaison Officer, in
the hope of bringing the Union and the halls of residence closer
together. Cosmo further argued that the notoriously low quorum for
General Meetings should be raised from 200 to 300, whilst the num-
ber of these gatherings should be reduced to three a term and a priori-
ties ballot should prepare the way. This vote would determine the order
of considering the motions submitted, thus allowing time to debate
subjects, rather than debate which subjects to discuss. ‘The overall
objective of these changes is to encourage more students to have greater
involvement and more control over the Union and its activities.’ More
trenchantly, an ally from the Labour Club called on rank-and-file stu-
dents to reclaim Union democracy ‘from the ideologues, the zealots
and the bigots’.

Despite enthusiastic attendance at the meetings which considered
Cosmo’s constitutional changes, few General Meetings proved attrac-
tive even after the reforms. One Pro-Life campaigner found them still
marred by aggressive behaviour, by a tendency to discuss complicated
issues such as abortion in a simplistic manner, and by ‘personal bitch-
ing, lies, accusations and personal insults’ – all of which discouraged
attendance. One consequence in the Cosmo and post-Cosmo era was
a shift of authority towards the Union Council, which did not always
justify its actions to General Meetings – not even when it disciplined
an Education Officer in 1989 and a Communications Officer in 1990
for neglect of duty and unseemly conduct.

In the Executive elections of 1987 five candidates from the ‘Cosmo
slate’ were victorious, and an editorial bridled at the fact that half the
Executive had been elected on the strength of one person’s popular-
ity. A large headline, ‘RIGHT TURN’, proclaimed the news. But the
Cosmo-ites did not launch the usual Conservative attack on Union
membership of the NUS, and Cosmo became an active NUS politi-
cian, rising to the position of national Secretary after his departure
from Manchester, and seeking to influence rather than boycott the
national organisation.

An uncharitable column, ‘Sylvester’s Trash Can’, quoted with glee
some cheerful remarks of Sarah Dodd, the Cosmo-ite General Secre-
tary of the Union, during a previous spell as Socials Secretary of Ash-
burne Hall – ‘We are the only traditional hall mentioned in The Sloane
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Ranger’s Directory’. ‘Exchange Dinners. These are an absolute hoot.
It has been known for some Ashburnians to get the man of their
dreams here . . . ’ She was a firm opponent of direct action, though
reluctant to deny the value of demonstrations as ‘a symbol of feeling,
the symbol of a democratic state’, and argued that ‘The Union can 
be a hard campaigning force, without being perceived as “Hard Left”
or “Right”. Students have got to feel that the Union represents them.’
A new column, known first as ‘Hall Stories’ and then as ‘H-Block’,
relayed news of events in traditional halls to readers of Mancunion,
and these accounts were sometimes lively, though articles on ‘average’
students and their habits proved too boring to catch on. Karl Cheese,
the first Executive Officer responsible for Halls and Societies, was at
the time of his election, already serving as Senior Student of Needham
Hall and President of the Senior Students’ Council. In the following
year he became General Secretary. The traditional separation, not to
say antagonism, between the Union and the halls appeared to have
been modified, if not brought to an end.

Cosmoism, if it was an ideology or a distinctive attitude, stood for
reconciliation between two student cultures. At one pole lay the
hearty, beery mentality, faintly reminiscent of Doctor in the House and
the Carry On films, associated with male traditional halls, rugby clubs,
medical students’ revues, Rag Day, Rag Magazine, and other capers
designed to raise money for charities. At the other were the ‘right-on’,
Liberal/Left, politically correct attitudes and conduct fostered by the
official policies of the Students’ Union and the NUS and the activities
of Community Action. Sexism, aggressive heterosexuality and homo-
phobia were all fiercely attacked during the 1980s. The conflict
between the two cultures became acute in the 1980s over the issue,
not so much of women’s rights, as of respect and consideration for
women. Old-fashioned chivalry and gentlemanly behaviour had
expired of their own accord or been dismissed as a veneer which con-
cealed a deep-seated sense of male superiority. But some substitute for
these was badly needed, some antidote for the sinister side of mascu-
line behaviour, for the undertones of violence and contempt for
women latent in boys’ locker room talk and in the ambivalent ‘all-
lads-together-in-the-shower’ mentality. Manchester was a dangerous
city and students faced a certain threat of violence on the streets. But
did not some of the danger spring from within, in the form of harass-
ment and coarseness on the part of students and even of some acade-
mic staff, who were in positions not only of trust but also of power
over their pupils? In the middle and late 1980s some of the old castles
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fell and their garrisons surrendered, as the traditional halls, both male
and female, began to mix. Some changed willingly; in others junior
common rooms resisted reform imposed from above and ran vigorous
campaigns in defence of the traditional way of life.

Women did not yet account for half the University, but they could
hardly be dismissed as just a tolerated minority. Despite prophecies in
the early 1980s that Government predilections for science and engi-
neering would prove hard on women students, the proportion of
women undergraduates and postgraduates at Owens increased through-
out the 1980s. Among full-time students it rose from 38.83 per cent in
1981 to 40.88 per cent in 1985 and 42.22 per cent in 1989. By 1989,
doubtless as a consequence of the introduction of part-time undergrad-
uate degrees, part-time women students had come to outnumber men:
in that year 891 women (53.80 per cent of part-time students) and 765
men (46.20 per cent) registered at the University. There had been no
dramatic changes in the distribution of women between the faculties,
though some innovations, such as pre-university courses designed to
encourage women to read physics, had had a local effect. Ten years ear-
lier, in 1979, fifteen women freshers and eighty-five men had embarked
on courses in physics; in 1989, 31 women and 109 men started the sin-
gle-honours course, although the proportion of women reading joint
degrees which included physics was far smaller (only seven women to
thirty-eight men). In engineering, again, the number and proportion of
women (now 28 women to 226 men in the first year, compared with 13
to 222 in 1979) had increased, but they were still in a small minority.
This did, however, include some outstanding students, for in summer
1984 the University’s house magazine listed five women students who
had topped their years in various engineering courses (including the
‘elite’ four-year course in Engineering Manufacture and Management)
and carried off scholarships and prizes. As always, women favoured the
biological sciences, whose status was now rising, and in 1989 the full-
time student population of the school was divided almost evenly
between women and men.

Women complained of the absence of women lecturers in physics
and the very small number holding posts in the History and Govern-
ment Departments. In 1987 the University agreed to declare itself an
Equal Opportunities Employer, formally adopted the codes of prac-
tice of the Commission for Racial Equality and the Equal Opportuni-
ties Commission, and issued statements condemning discrimination in
the recruitment and treatment of students and staff. In some areas it
had a long way to travel in order to correct the imbalances of the past,
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and opportunities were few, because fewer appointments were made.
Women, however, were increasingly strong in the Students’ Union,
which in 1985 first appointed a sabbatical Women’s Officer, elected
by female suffrage only and perhaps recalling the separate Women’s
Union of earlier years. The new post of Black Women’s Secretary was
added to the Union Council. In 1986, for the first time, women offi-
cers, helped by the fact that Cosmo held three posts, came to form a
majority of the Executive. Women had long distinguished themselves
in student journalism – indeed, two of them, Liz Fawcett in 1980 and
Sue Ash, the editor of Mancunion in 1985–86, had won the national
NUS/Guardian competitions as the best student journalists of the year.

Some women’s groups urged that closer attention be given to women
in their own academic disciplines. The question ‘Why have women 
hidden from history?’ began to be asked in the 1980s, and a women’s
history group opened in the spring term of 1985 by holding a session
on witches. The Women in the Arts Group wanted more women 
writers included in the canon of English Literature, as defined by the
English Department. Jane Austen, it was said, had too long reigned in
solitude as the token woman author, and needed more companions
(had George Eliot, Elizabeth Gaskell and the Brontës really been
neglected?). Members of the group pressed the claims of women writ-
ers of the twentieth century, and Katherine Mansfield, Doris Lessing
and Iris Murdoch began to figure in the syllabus. Classic films of the
1930s, Hollywood versions of Wuthering Heights, Pride and Prejudice,
and Jane Eyre, were shown in the Main Debating Hall of the Union.

The Women’s Festival, held in November 1981, included talks by
the English Collective of Prostitutes and by a speaker from Chorlton’s
Women’s Refuge. There were lectures and discussions concerning
images of women in the media, women in politics, women and peace,
women at work, women in Ireland, and women in education (stimu-
lated by a showing of the film Blue Murder at St Trinian’s). Gay Sweat-
shop presented in the Solem Bar a play which promised to examine
‘the problems experienced by lesbian and feminist mothers’, and a
short film, Comedy in Six Unnatural Acts, led into a discussion on
women and sexuality.

Women were more forcefully asserting their need for recognition,
equality, respect and security. Their struggle advanced on a number of
different levels and entailed both conflict and diplomacy. Feminists
tended to divide into at least two camps. Some wanted to counter the
cliqueish nature of masculine society by establishing exclusive organ-
isations, women discussing the problems of women unobserved by
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men. Other campaigners questioned the wisdom of distancing women
from men, who needed to be educated and disarmed, for their inepti-
tude often sprang from nervousness or fear of women rather than
deep-seated arrogance or malice. Separatism and diatribes against
men were likely to make the problem worse. Taxed with practising
sexism themselves, the fiercer campaigners rejoined that this vice
could only be practised by oppressors, and therefore by men alone. In
December 1983 they won from a Union General Meeting recognition
of their right to hold meetings confined to women.

Some women confessed to embarrassment at the aggressive slogans
used on women’s marches, such as a protest in October 1988 against
masculine violence in which some placards urged retaliation: ‘Cas-
trate, Mutilate, Don’t Hesitate’. But a writer in Mancunion warned
women not to soften up, and not to be beguiled by the insidious forms
of patriarchy practised by liberal young men. ‘In the enlightened ‘80s
many University boys will expect, and, yes, encourage their girl-
friends to be aware of “women’s issues” – a little feminism is sexy –
every “right-on” couple should have some. Even more important,
however, is that a woman should be able to perform mental gymnas-
tics and produce a feminist critique which never, but never, implicates
her man. Women don’t always have to be beaten into submission, they
can be socially blackmailed into it by the withdrawal of approval by
peers. Let’s not rock the boat, girls, or the rats might bail out . . . ’

Campaigners’ targets ranged from the ‘gender-specific’ language
used in lectures and official communications, through the dissemina-
tion of pornography and sexist jokes, to at least one case involving
allegations of brutal sexual harassment. The practice of referring to
students only as ‘he’ was fairly widespread, and the familiar defence
that ‘the masculine includes the feminine’ failed to impress critics,
especially those who believed that language created reality as well as
reflecting it. Old-fashioned stereotyping of the Janet and John variety
seemed to underlie the suggestion that ‘On Wednesdays, when the
boys are playing football, the girls can use the books; on Fridays,
when the girls are washing their hair, the boys can have the books’.
Emma Gladstone, of the History Department, entertained readers in
1983 with a piece on ‘The Male Art of Bad Language’. Why did
women gossip when men talked, women giggle while men laughed,
and women get hysterical whereas men got angry?

Rag Magazine and its lewd contents were ancient subjects for com-
plaint, which had been bombarded by the religious societies in the
1950s long before the women’s groups attacked them. When, in
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1984, the Union banned the sale of Rag Magazine on its own prem-
ises, it probably enhanced the publication’s appeal. Inmate, the house
bulletin of Whitworth Park, incurred censure for similar reasons, and
the Women’s Group objected to the shameless activities of a ‘porn 
mag swap club’ at Whitworth Park. The Twenty-Eighth Medics’
Revue, presented in 1983 with the aim of raising £1,000 for charity,
crawled with references to ‘tarts’, ‘whores’, ‘queers’ and ‘fairies’, and
the producers and scriptwriters did not seem to have heard of women
doctors – all female members of the cast were ‘relegated to suspender-
flashing, nymphomaniac nurses, who merely fed the males in the audi-
ence with the myth that women enjoy being sexually harassed’.
Indecent Rugby Club antics incurred justifiable complaint which was
rebutted on the interesting if illogical grounds that ‘the individuals in
our club do more good in the charity field (and for the image of Man-
chester University) than our so-called caring Union’. Less easily assail-
able were the Cricket Club. When reproved for allegedly holding a
Compulsive Hookers’ Party, they replied that the event was to be a
Compulsive Hooking Party, and that the name had been picked
because ‘“compulsive hooking” was a cliché used on cricket commen-
taries during the recent Ashes series, referring to the Australian open-
ers’ habit of playing the HOOK shot instinctively and, quite often,
stupidly’. Seldom did wit or humour enliven the exchanges of feminist
campaigners and their opponents. But one writer relieved the solem-
nity with an engaging account of a visit to the Lancashire Cricket Club
at Old Trafford:

Yes, it seems they have a rule, both sexist
and silly,

You can only sit in the pavilion if you
possess a willy . . . 

I was suddenly enlightened by this wondrous
disclosure –

So THAT’s why they call it the Members’
Enclosure!

Most complaints were of a generalised, institutionalised sexism
which portrayed women students as ‘silly little girls’ and otherwise
devalued or even degraded them by exposure to unwanted sexual
advances. A few more serious and specific charges of sexual harassment
were made. At least two were against prominent student members of
the Labour Club, which took action on the complaints. Another, which
gave rise to a long campaign designed to carry the war into the 
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normally deferential Medical School, involved a lecturer in physiology,
who was alleged to be choosing his victims (‘shy, timid, anxious to do
well’) with great cunning and to be abusing his position of authority
and trust. The Senate took the issue sufficiently seriously to consider
appointing advisers on sexual harassment. Some members took alarm
– did this mean that no male tutor should ever be alone with a woman
student? Certain men, indeed, fearful of false accusations, did refuse to
see women alone behind closed doors. Other persons complained that
Standing Committee had discussed the issue in the presence of only
one woman, and persuaded it by way of remedy to invite a group of
women to attend on the next occasion that the subject arose. By March
1987 the Registrar had compiled a list of twelve selected volunteers
who would be prepared ‘to act as a point of help and advice for any
woman student feeling threatened as a result of sexual harassment’.
They were to communicate with the Registrar in cases where it might
prove necessary to discipline a member of staff, and with the profes-
sional counselling and advisory services where the student might need
further help. Campaigns on the streets against the lecturer, whom the
Women’s Officer had named, began to subside.

Violence and even murder seemed to threaten women students 
in the early 1980s. A serial killer, the ‘Yorkshire Ripper’, had struck
twice in Manchester, leaving one victim at the rear of the Manchester
Infirmary, and two women students, Barbara Leach at Bradford and
Jacqueline Hill at Leeds University, had died at his hands. Police
arrested the murderer, Peter Sutcliffe, in Sheffield in January 1981, but
the fear of attacks on women, not only on the streets but in University
areas, in or near Whitworth Park, Owens Park and the female halls of
residence, still remained. There were calls for improved lighting, locks
on ground floor windows, more security patrols, more use of rape
alarms, more self-defence classes, more ‘assertiveness training’ lest
women convey, by their bearing, a dangerous air of vulnerability. At
the end of the decade two local men were charged and received long
prison sentences for a series of rapes and indecent assaults on students.

Feminists were infuriated by any suggestion that the nocturnal
crimes of men should inflict a curfew on women. They would surely
have echoed the ‘Poem for Jacqueline Hill’ written by a woman in
Leeds, where the November night was fifteen hours long:

And we, the women who as yet survive, we say:
‘We have waited a long time for anger,
But we are angry now
For each and every betrayal of trust
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For each and every degradation, the greater
and the less,

For each and every evil done to women . . . ’

Some women complained that the Union’s injunction, ‘Don’t Walk
Home Alone’, was little better than the police’s advice to women not
to go out at night at all. In the winter of 1983 the Union, treating the
symptoms since it had no power to cure the disease, began to organise
a minibus which would leave the building hourly in the darkness, up to
midnight, and deliver women members to their homes. ‘Reclaim the
Night’ marchers walked the city in 1985 and 1986. Hazel Fenwick, the
Police Liaison Officer, agreed that women must not be forced to retire
into fortresses after dark.

Some feminists argued that rape and violence were only projections
or extensions of attitudes which were deeply rooted in masculine pre-
serves, in rituals and customs which portrayed women as objects – espe-
cially in sporting clubs and traditional male halls of residence. Men
students in halls were not always tolerant of departures from the norms
which they imposed, and some gay students suffered from homophobia.
Re-education was urgently needed.

Woolton Hall, once called a ‘secretive little bastion of misogyny’,
again became the target for attacks. These were reinforced by former
denizens of Woolton who had found deeply repugnant both the
rowdy atmosphere and the resort to punitive practical jokes and cold
baths for those who offended against the hall ethos or broke the rules
by arriving late for dinner and getting ‘spoonbanged’. Ian Willmott,
a prominent member of the Union and the Labour Club, infiltrated
the introductory meeting of the Junior Common Room in October
1981 and reported the practice of alluding to women as ‘dogs’ and
greeting each reference to a female with ‘a manic chorus of “Woof
Woof” and cries of “shag ‘er”’. Another account of the hall’s tradi-
tions had described the competition for the MUCUS award, a vulgar
artefact presented to the Wooltonian judged ‘to have the most ugly
girlfriend’. A woman student, Rhetta Moran, maintained that Wool-
tonians were contravening Union policy by holding such meetings. 
To ban them was thought to be beyond the Union’s powers, but 
she strove to get them publicly condemned. Woolton residents
defended their behaviour as typical of ‘any lively, all-male environ-
ment’; this, said their critics, was (if true) a sad reflection on contem-
porary society. Woolton escaped such concentrated public attacks for
several years afterwards, though several women were anxious to keep
the issue alive, and to assert at intervals that there had been no

Student culture in the 1980s 285

chap 12  23/9/03  1:19 pm  Page 285

Brian Pullan and Michele Abendstern - 9781526137197
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 05/25/2023 02:56:02AM

via free access



improvement in the language, behaviour and mentality of those who
set the tone of the hall.

Traditional halls began to lose their popularity during the 1980s.
They were expensive to run and fewer students wished to afford them;
charges for waitress service and damages for vandalism pushed up the
fees at Woolton and Allen. Many new arrivals at the University were
unenthusiastic about single-sex communities, and fewer applicants
were placing them at the head of their lists. Some first-year students,
therefore, found themselves assigned to halls which they had not cho-
sen, that the places might be filled. Many adjusted to the manners and
customs of their new homes, but a significant number found the atmos-
phere puerile and oppressive. Some wardens and senior members
believed that mixed halls would prove more popular and that a strong
female presence would civilise the men. Should women be introduced
into a male hall, it would eventually prove necessary to introduce men
into a women’s hall, to maintain the supply of catered places for men,
who were believed to have fewer culinary skills and to want their meals
provided. Hence, if one single-sex hall sold the pass, another would
have to move in parallel, and the skittles would begin to fall.

In 1984 the University Council established a working party to con-
sider the admission of women to Hulme Hall, one of the University’s
oldest and largest traditional residences. Council then approved a pro-
posal that from the autumn of 1985 seventy women (forty freshers
and thirty more senior students) should be admitted to the hall and
that the experiment should run for three years. Freshmen already in
Hulme, not yet steeped in hall tradition, favoured the change more
than their seniors did, and, being more numerous than anyone else,
carried the day when authority consulted the student body. Despite
initial misgivings, the experiment worked smoothly. As a first-year
woman student testified, ‘When we heard it was mixed corridors, my
mother bought me some “sensible” nightshirts and a long dressing-
gown . . . We felt slightly embarrassed about being here at first, but the
boys made us feel really welcome.’ The Senior Student (no longer
called the Senior Man) enthused about the friendlier atmosphere and
the absence of food fights. The University Council firmly declared
Hulme a mixed hall in June 1988 and fixed the quota of female resi-
dents at 135, or 36 per cent of the community’s total population. Dur-
ing the following session, Needham Hall decided to make forty places
available to women. It had long suffered from its remoteness from 
the University – Didsbury was a safe and desirable suburb, but bus
fares discouraged many students from living so far away. Needham’s
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social arrangements with Greystoke, a nearby women’s hall run by 
the Polytechnic, had fallen apart when Greystoke determined to mix.
Karl Cheese, the Senior Student, reported that over 90 per cent of
Needham’s residents had voted in favour of following suit.

Fierce resistance, however, greeted proposals in 1989 to mix
(though not with each other) both Woolton and Langdale, which was
a women’s hall in Victoria Park. Reform was urged by the Hall Com-
mittees which managed them and consisted of a number of academics,
who were advised by administrators. The Junior Common Rooms
(JCRs) of both establishments were determined to defend the tradi-
tional ethos. Resentment ran higher in Woolton because the reform
appeared to be punitive, a remedy for bad behaviour, the JCR protest-
ing that they were suffering unjustly from their past reputation, that
(like Rag and the Rugby Club) they had an excellent record of raising
funds for charity, and that other residences were equally guilty of dis-
seminating smut. Had not Oak House, their despised neighbours, con-
tributed a ‘Tarts and Vicars’ float to the latest Rag procession?
Eighty-five per cent of the Langdale JCR voted against mixing; almost
150 of the 180 residents of Woolton did so in a ballot supervised by
the Students’ Union, in which only sixteen votes were cast in favour of
the change. The new Warden of Woolton had, it seemed, put an end
to formal hall meals and cracked down on ‘gross and offensive con-
duct’ at the traditional Bar Nights. In describing the affair, which pro-
vided lurid copy, Mancunion veered between praising the attempt to
civilise the community and deploring the determination to do so
against the wishes of the residents.

More horror stories came from nonconformists, including ‘An
Ashamed Ex-Wooltonian’, who recalled that ‘the place was full of
muscle-bound pissheads whose idea of fun was urinating under your
door or getting the pass-key from the porter on some transparent
excuse and intruding in your room in the middle of the night (espe-
cially if they thought your partner might be with you) . . . This bully-
ing atmosphere led to many all-day absentees on sporting days.’ The
writer argued that Woolton had everything to gain by mixing and
applauded the University’s action. More soberly, the Warden and the
Chairman of the Hall Committee reported that ‘incidents of wilful
damage and abuse of staff by students had continued to occur’.

Both JCRs told the Working Party that single-sex halls were more
secure than mixed halls, and Langdale depicted male residents as
rowdy intruders; both swore that it would be harder to field sporting
teams when they had smaller numbers of each sex to draw upon; both
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urged the University to describe their halls more seductively in its
accommodation prospectus, thus attracting more willing applicants,
and eliminating the need for conscripts. Langdale feared for its social
arrangements with St Anselm Hall. It would be hard for Langdale,
which had a small bar and could not hold discos, to sustain its own
social life, and the hall (with 122 residents, dwarfed by Hulme’s 400)
was not large enough to become properly mixed. Some women, for
religious or cultural reasons, could only contemplate living in segre-
gated women’s halls, and opportunities for them to do so must be 
preserved at all costs.

Eloquent though they were, the arguments of the JCRs failed to
persuade the University Council, which decided in April 1990 to mix
both Woolton and Langdale, again for an experimental period of
three years. Meanwhile, Woolton’s defence had not stopped at polite
remonstrations with University authorities. Once contemptuous of
the political campaigns of the Union, the hall’s JCR launched a paper
war as vigorous as any declared by radical activists. They prepared a
substantial pamphlet for circulation to the Students’ Union, to the
newspapers, and to a selection of influential people, including Lord
Woolton’s widow; they conducted a secret ballot which resulted in a
massive vote of no confidence in the Warden; and they put out a
leaflet, ‘The Warden and You’, which purported to expose the War-
den’s failings and complain of his arbitrary acts. With restraint, the
Warden remarked that this product contained ‘misinformation in
every paragraph’. When the University had pronounced sentence, the
newly elected JCR Committee were anointed, as tradition demanded,
with tomato ketchup and HP sauce, and their President prophesied
that with nothing left to lose an excellent summer term lay ahead.

At the end of the 1980s, two fundamental changes promised to dis-
turb still further the traditional patterns of student existence: a sus-
tained increase in numbers, which was to be described in the 1990s as
‘massification’; and the introduction of a new system of maintaining
students at university, by the use of both grants and loans. No doubt
the two moves were related, for the Government could not or would
not contemplate financing mass university education by restoring the
standard grant to its former glory.

Student loans had been lurking in the wings for almost thirty years,
hesitating to make an entrance. They had figured in the Robbins
Report of 1963, but had been postponed for fear that the prospect of
heavy debts would discourage many potential students. In the 1980s
proposals to lend rather than give harmonised with Thatcherism.
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Loans, it was argued, would make students more self-reliant, and 
dispel the mistaken belief that the State should be the great provider
from its inexhaustible cornucopia. Well qualified graduates were
potentially big earners, and had a moral obligation to repay the 
public from their ample salaries. Loans could be made to students
without means-testing parental income, thus meeting students’ desire
for greater independence. The present system of grants worked badly
(partly because the Government had shown little desire to repair it),
and in any case most students already depended on overdrafts for
financial survival. Loan schemes supposedly worked well in other
countries, from Europe to the United States, and there was no reason
for the British public to be uniquely generous, providing economic
advantages and never demanding repayment.

Opponents of the scheme argued that other countries’ schemes did
not work well and that in any case they functioned in a different social
context, students working while they studied, taking longer to obtain
their degrees, and more frequently giving up. Efficient, well-respected
and attractive to overseas students, the British system, characterised
by the intensive three-year first-degree course, would be jeopardised
by the introduction of loans. Since working-class folk had a horror of
debt, loan schemes would frustrate the Government’s vaunted aim of
broadening access to universities. Were they, perhaps, a none-too-sub-
tle attempt to entice students into taking vocational courses, which
would enable them to enjoy high starting salaries and clear their debts
quickly? Even if they were the schemes would be flawed, because they
would be especially hard on medical students and others following
long courses in professional schools, whose burdens of debt would be
the heaviest of all. Students’ Union policy in Manchester consistently
opposed loans throughout the 1980s, arguing (among much else) that
they would be very costly to set up and administer, whilst expensive
concessions would have to be made to unemployed graduates who
could not afford to repay them.

For these and other reasons the Government repeatedly deferred
the introduction of loans. But from the autumn of 1988 the prospect
of these bulked larger, when the Government began to outline pro-
posals to top up grants by the addition of loans from the session
1990–91 onwards. Loans would be provided, at the rate of £420 for
each full academic year, and £310 for the final year of a degree course;
on the other hand, the parental contribution and the grant would
remain at the same cash level after 1990–91, and would not be
adjusted for inflation. As soon as graduates obtained jobs which paid
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them more than £9,600 a year, they must begin to pay off their loans.
‘It will give students a greater economic awareness’, trumpeted the
Education Secretary, Kenneth Baker; ‘it’s time they realised nothing in
life is free.’

Intense politicking followed. The Students’ Union’s faith in demon-
strations appeared to decline, at least in the autumn of 1989, and they
recommended other tactics, such as writing to back bench Tory MPs
and putting pressure on banks (these were in any case less than enthu-
siastic about the Government’s scheme, and the ten banks which had
originally agreed to co-operate pulled out in December 1989). The
Union considered removing its account from the Royal Bank of Scot-
land unless the bank withdrew from the scheme, and stressed the eco-
nomic power of student customers, both as individuals and as
collectives. Some MPs were sympathetic to the student cause, others
much less so. Nothing, however, prevented the Student Loans Bill
from completing its passage through Parliament in May 1990.

Student numbers remained stable throughout most of the 1980s,
the total number of full-time undergraduates and postgraduates vary-
ing between about 11,000 and 11,500. There was less incentive to
build new residences, although, when the Corporation planned to
demolish flats in Hulme, the University added another extension,
Holly Court, to Oak House in Fallowfield in 1988. Measures were
taken to help overseas students: the same year saw the opening of
Arthur Livingstone House in Whitworth Park, a new block for stu-
dents taking the course for overseas administrators which Arthur Liv-
ingstone had founded, and accommodation for overseas married
students was planned in Grafton Street.

By 1987, however, it was clear that the Government had changed
its views on student numbers and was bent on increasing, from 14.2
per cent in that year to 18.5 per cent by the end of the century, the
proportion of eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds in the population who
would embark upon higher education. It also seemed that the income
of universities would be more and more closely linked to their success
in recruiting students, with a heavy stress on the fees so earned, and
with rewards for institutions prepared to take on students at the low-
est practicable cost – including those which agreed to accept a certain
number in exchange for fees only, receiving no subsidy over and above
those fees.

In the autumn of 1989 a sudden, unplanned increase in student
numbers propelled the University some way towards the Govern-
ment’s goals and gave rise to a dearth of accommodation. The number
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of full-time students registered at Owens jumped from 11,554 to
12,237, for more candidates had succeeded in jumping the A-level
fences set before them by admissions tutors, and more applicants, find-
ing Manchester attractive, had chosen to take up its offers. Students
appeared to be gravitating in larger numbers towards the north, where
the cost of living was lower than in London and the Home Counties;
the prospect of loans and heavy debts heightened the desire for a cheap
deal in a lively if dangerous city. The University was unable to honour
its guarantee to find places for all its first-year students, but showed
ingenuity in providing unorthodox solutions. These ranged from fit-
ting up the Senior Common Room in the refectory as a temporary
doss-house, offering beds to fifty homeless students at £2 a night, to
leasing from the Atomic Energy Plant a property near Warrington
equipped with 170 study bedrooms and conveying the residents into
Manchester daily by bus.

It was now clear that the University’s ability to maintain its range
of activities would depend on its willingness to increase student num-
bers by a further 15 per cent between 1990 and 1994. In April 1990
the University Council recognised the need for more accommodation,
and for residences of a higher standard to meet the rising expectations
of postgraduate and other students (this meant, in effect, providing en
suite washrooms and showers, suitable for mixed accommodation and
appealing to the conference trade). Visiting and exchange students,
married students with families, the new fashion for mixed residences:
all would swell the demand for rooms in University flats. Resume
building on a large scale, and it might eventually prove possible to
offer more years in residence to undergraduates, rather than abandon
them to the struggle to find affordable flats or houses in the city, some
of which would be situated in dangerous areas, subject to burglary,
mugging and worse.

In the late 1980s students had come to distrust the gesture politics and
rituals of left-wing protest, partly, perhaps, because they offered no
solution to the practical and material problems of student life. Student
officers in 1989–90 came close to agreeing with the views adopted by
the Vice-Chancellor in 1981 – to the effect that the best way to impress
the Government was not to demonstrate on the streets but to lobby
behind the scenes. Much of the fiercest campaigning, by Woolton Hall,
was in the name of a traditional order, rather than in favour of change.
Sexism rivalled, perhaps even replaced, racism and fascism as the prin-
cipal target of progressive thinkers in the 1980s; it too was recognised
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as an evil which flourished within the University as well as outside it.
Women students were now numerous, influential and self-confident
enough to demand the respect which was due to peers.

In the early 1980s, perhaps for the first time since the Second World
War, politicians on the Government benches had challenged the doc-
trine that universities ought to expand and graduates multiply in the
interests of national prosperity. By the last years of the decade the argu-
ments for expansion were again prevailing. They were now coupled
with the convenient belief that, should universities manage their
money more efficiently and spur their staff to greater achievement,
they would be capable of handling increased student numbers without
commensurate increases in public funding. Before long, Government
decrees would create new, competing universities as the status of poly-
technics changed and the old binary line of the 1960s became
obscured. As the demand for graduates revived and steps were taken
to increase the supply, student outlook seemed to become both more
pragmatic and more hedonistic – increasingly inclined to regard higher
education as a form of financial investment, especially with the advent
of the student loan and the steady decline of the maintenance grant.
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