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Editorial
The Raven is still hopping about and flapping its wings rather than 
taking full flight; but in the end there was too much material for this 
issue, so that several items have been held over for the next one, which 
should therefore follow rather more promptly; and we hope after a 
rather confused first year to establish a clearer pattern of publication for 
the future. One problem, as with so many similar periodicals, is that 
The Raven is produced by unpaid or at best underpaid labour, all 
generously provided by people who are also committed to many other 
demanding activities. Another, as with rather fewer periodicals, is that 
the loose group of people who are involved is in fact so loose that we 
have never yet all managed to meet in one place at one time! 

Colin Ward’s article received the compliment of publication (in a 
shorter form) in the Agenda column of the Guardian even before The 
Raven appeared. When he remarks that ‘the great tradition of working­
class self-help and mutual aid was written off, not just as irrelevant, but 
as an actual impediment, by the political and professional architects of 
the welfare state’, we would add that it had to be written off, for reasons 
which are clear when one looks at what sort of people these were. The 
main architect of the welfare state, after all, was none other than 
Bismarck, also the main architect of the German Empire of 1871. His 
social security legislation, neatly combined with anti-socialist legislation 
— the carrot and the stick — played an important part in reconciling 
the growing working class to the growing nation state. The German 
Social Democrats (the original Marxists), while opposing Bismarck’s 
political policy, supported his social policy, and became the most 
ardent advocates of the welfare state, which thus co-opted the labour 
movement into the modern state. Logically, they were also the most 
ardent advocates of the exclusion of anarchists from the labour 
movement — as at the congresses of the Second International in 1889, 
1893 and 1896. And, predictably, they were also — as the largest single 
party in Germany from 1912 — instrumental in the entry of Germany 
into the First World War. The Fabian Society and Labour Party in this 
country were not far behind. The continuing acceptance of the state by 
the whole left is still so strong that the current world economic crisis is 
widely seen as the consequence of the right-wing vision of a
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denationalised economy, and the call for renewed state intervention is 
heard right across the left — even from some anarchists, who seem less 
interested in self-help and mutual aid than in taking part in the system 
in one way or another — supporting nationalisation or municipalisa- 
tion, demanding more taxes and benefits, proclaiming solidarity with 
trade union hierarchies or welfare bureaucracies. As Colin Ward says, 
we ‘ought to be around with our signposts, pointing the way’; but they 
must be anarchist signposts, pointing the right way.

We continue our coverage of libertarian education with Tony 
Gibson’s personal account of Burgess Hill School. We hope to follow 
with an interview with one of the surviving pioneers of anarchist 
schools in Britain and the United States, Nellie Dick, and then with 
further such material. Murray Bookchin’s polemic with opponents in 
the Green movement has had only a restricted circulation in the United 
States but deserves a wider audience. Donald Rooum is well known as 
an artist in the anarchist movement and beyond, and he is responsible 
for the delightful ravens who decorate this issue. Franklin Rosemont’s 
article about Surrealism in England in the last issue has provoked a 
lively discussion, which is joined in this issue by three participants, 
Conroy Maddox, George Melly, and Philip Sansom. Nicolas Walter’s 
survey of Alexander Berkman’s Russian Diary will be followed by 
further material on unpublished or unknown texts from the past.

Nicolas Walter’s review of George Woodcock in the last issue caused 
both favourable and unfavourable reactions. George Woodcock himself 
characteristically replied ‘with some amusement’, ‘with some sadness’, 
but ‘with no anger’. He points out that the article ‘diminishes my role in 
Freedom Press during the 1940s’: 
. . . To say that I ‘helped’ when the editors were in jail is absurd. The fact is 
that for that period, Marie Louise and I shared equally in preserving the press 
and the paper. ... We collected material, wrote more than half of each paper 
ourselves, read the proofs together, did the paste-up together, and supervised 
all the printer operations, as well as the other work of Express Printers. A little 
more than mere ‘helping’!

Finally we regret to record the death in October 1987 of Albert 
McCarthy at the age of 67. He was best known as an expert on jazz and 
especially as the editor of jacc Monthly. But he was also an active writer 
and speaker in the British anarchist movement during and after the 
Second World War, and after the demise of George Woodcock’s Now 
he began the • Delphic Review. This was projected as a quarterly but at a 
difficult time achieved only two issues (1949-1950), which were 
nevertheless a model of a serious anarchist magazine in the tradition we 
ourselves are trying to maintain.
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Colin Ward
The Path Not Taken

Most writers produce, every now and then, a sentence or a phrase 
which, to their immense gratification, other people quote. This is my 
most-quoted paragraph:
When we compare the Victorian antecedents of our public institutions with the 
organs of working-class mutual aid in the same period, the very names speak 
volumes. On the one side the Workhouse, the Poor Law Infirmary, the 
National Society for the Education of the Poor in Accordance with the 
Principles of the Established Church; and on the other, the Friendly Society, 
the Sick Club, the Co-operative Society, the Trade Union. One represents the 
tradition of fraternal and autonomous associations springing up from below, the 
other that of authoritarian institutions directed from above.
My quotable paragraph, which was first published in Freedom in 1956, 
was not at all original. It expresses what ought to be a commonplace of 
social history. But it stresses a truth that has been ignored by socialists 
for generations. And since we are in that season when the heavyweights 
of the left are filling the feature pages of The Guardian to provide their 
own diagnoses of why their chosen parties have failed to win the last 
General Election, it is worth looking, from an anarchist point of view, 
at the failure of British socialism to win the hearts of the British public.

In this connection the paragraph I most enjoy quoting, and 
frequently do quote, comes from the fourth Fabian Tract, published in 
1886, called What Socialism Is. The anonymous introduction to this 
document remarked:
English Socialism is not yet Anarchist or Collectivist, nor yet defined enough in 
point of policy to be classified. There is a mass of Socialistic feeling not yet 
conscious of itself as Socialism. But when the unconscious Socialists of England 
discover their position, they also will probably fall into two parties: a 
Collectivist party supporting a strong central administration and a 
counterbalancing Anarchist party defending individual initiative against that 
administration.
I have always found that to be an extraordinarily interesting unfulfilled 
prophecy, not because anyone would have expected an anarchist ‘party’ 
in the ordinary political sense to have emerged, but because it was 
evident a century ago that there were other paths to socialism beside the 
electoral struggle for power over the centralised state. In the nineteenth 
century the British working class built up from nothing a vast network
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of social and economic initiatives based on self-help and mutual aid. 
The list is endless: friendly societies, building societies, sick clubs, 
coffin clubs, clothing clubs, up to enormous enterprises like the trade 
union movement and the Co-operative movement. How have we 
allowed that tradition to ossify?

The Indian politician Jayaprakash Narayan used to say that Gandhi 
used up all the moral oxygen in India, so the British Raj suffocated. In 
exactly the same way, I would claim that the political left in this country 
invested all its fund of social inventiveness in the idea of the state, so 
that its own traditions of self-help and mutual aid were stifled for lack 
of ideological oxygen. How on earth did British socialists allow these 
concepts to be hi-jacked by the political right, since it is these human 
attributes, and not the state and its bureaucracies, that actually hold 
human society together?

Politically, it was because of the sinister alliance of Fabians and 
Marxists, both of whom believed implicitly in the state, and assumed 
that they would be the particular elite in control of it. Administratively, 
it was because of the equally sinister alliance of bureaucrats and 
professionals: the British civil service and the British professional 
classes, with their undisguised contempt for the way ordinary people 
organised anything. I can’t improve on Ivan Illich’s conclusions about 
the professionalisation of knowledge:

•IC

It makes people dependent on having their knowledge produced for them. It 
leads to a paralysis of the moral and political imagination. This cognitive 
disorder rests on the illusion that the knowledge of the individual citizen is of 
less value than the ‘knowledge’ of science. The former is the opinion of 
individuals. It is merely subjective and is excluded from policies. The latter is 
‘objective’ — defined by science and promulgated by expert spokesmen. This
objective knowledge is viewed as a commodity which can be refined, constantly 
improved, accumulated and fed into a process, now called ‘decision-making’. 
This new mythology of governance by the manipulation of knowledge-stock 
inevitably erodes reliance on government by people. . . . Overconfidence in 
‘better knowledge’ becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. People first cease to trust 
their own judgement and then want to be told the truth about what they know. 
Over-confidence in ‘better decision-making’ first hampers people’s ability to 
decide for themselves and then undermines their belief that they can decide.
The great tradition of working-class self-help and mutual aid was 
written off, not just as irrelevant, but as an actual impediment, by the 
political and professional architects of the welfare state, aspiring for a 
universal public provision of everything for everybody. The 
contribution that the recipients had to make to all this theoretical
bounty was ignored as a mere embarrassment — apart, of course, from 
paying for it. The nineteenth-century working class, living below the 
tax threshold, taxed themselves in pennies every week for the upkeep of
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their innumerable friendly societies. The twentieth-century working 
class, as well as the alleged ‘National Insurance’ contributions, pays 
one-third of its income for the support of the state, quite apart from 
indirect taxation too. The socialist ideal was rewritten as a world where 
everyone was entitled to everything, but where nobody except the 
providers had any actual say about anything. We are learning today in 
the anti-welfare backlash what a very vulnerable utopia that was.

History itself was rewritten to suit the managerial, political and 
bureaucratic vision. ‘Beatrice Webb admitted doctoring the presenta­
tion of her evidence on friendly societies for the 1909 report’, remarked 
Roy Porter (New Society, 28 February 1986), as though everybody 
knew this. And whether in school or in higher education, whatever is 
taught about the origins of the welfare state implies that 

.twentieth-century state universalism replaced the pathetic unofficial, 
voluntary, or philanthropic pioneering ventures of the nineteenth 
century. However, in the past 20 years or so, a new interest in popular 
history, exemplified by the History Workshop movement and by the 
boom in local history and oral history, has uncovered buried layers of 
our past.

Take education as an example. We have all absorbed as gospel the 
official line that it was only rivalry between religious bodies that 
delayed until 1870 (and in effect 1880 or later) universal, free and 
compulsory elementary education. A centenary publication from the 
National Union of Teachers explained that ‘apart from religious and 
charitable schools, “dame” or common schools were operated by the 
private enterprise of people who were often barely literate’, and it 
explained the widespread working-class hostility to the school boards 
with the remark that ‘parents were not always quick to appreciate the 
advantages of full-time schooling against the loss of extra wages’ (The 
Struggle for Education, 1970).

But recent historians have shown the resistance to state schooling in a 
quite different light. Stephen Humphries, for instance, finds that these 
private schools, by the 1860s ‘were providing an alternative education 
for approximately one-third of all working-class school children’, and 
suggests:
This enormous demand for private as opposed to public education is perhaps 
best illustrated by the fact that working-class parents in a number of major 
cities responded to the introduction of compulsory attendance regulations not 
by sending their children to provided state schools, as government inspectors 
had predicted, but by extending the length of their child’s education in private 
schools. Parents favoured these schools for a number of reasons: they were 
small and close to home and were consequently more personal and more 
convenient than most publicly provided schools; they were informal and
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tolerant of irregular attendance and unpunctuality; no attendance registers were 
kept; they were not segregated according to age and sex; they used individual as 
opposed to authoritarian teaching methods; and, most important, they 
belonged to, and were controlled by, the local community rather than being 
imposed on the neighbourhood by an alien authority. (Hooligans or Rebels? An 
Oral History of Working-Class Childhood and Youth, 1889-1939, Blackwell, 
1981).

His point of view is reinforced by a mass of statistical evidence in the 
study of The Lost Elementary Schools of Victorian England (Croom 
Helm, 1984) by Philip Gardner, who finds that the working-class 
schools, set up by working-class people in working-class neighbour­
hoods, ‘achieved just what the customers wanted: quick results in basic 
skills like reading, writing and arithmetic, wasted no time on religious 
studies and moral uplift, and represented a genuinely alternative 
approach to childhood learning to that prescribed by the education 
experts’. The price of eliminating these schools has been, in the view of 
the historian Paul Thompson, ‘the suppression in countless 
working-class children of the very appetite for education and ability to 
learn independently which contemporary progressive education seeks 
to rekindle’ (New Society, 6 December 1984). It is certainly ironical that 
the centenary of state education was accompanied by a phalanx of 
sociologists explaining to us that the function of the public education 
system has been to slot working-class children into working-class jobs.

Another field where the excavation of previously distorted history 
has yielded surprising facts is that of medicine. David Green’s study of 
self-governing working-class medical societies shows that the 
self-organisation of patients provided a rather better degree of 
consumer control of medical services than has been achieved in 
post-Lloyd George and post-Bevan days (Working-Class Patients and 
the Medical Establishment: Self-Help in Britain from the Mid-Nineteenth 
Century to 1948, Gower/Temple, 1986). Not the least of the virtues of 
his remarkable book is that, as Roy Porter notes, ‘he takes that 
hallowed belief of progressives — that the improvement of the people’s 
health hinges on state intervention — challenges its historical accuracy, 
and questions whether it is, in any case, a good doctrine for the Left to 
hold’ (New Society, 28 February 1986).

Housing is another area where there is a buried tradition recently 
re-discovered. Just at the moment when the building societies (the 
normal source of private housing finance in Britain) are getting rid of 
the last vestiges of their non-profit, friendly society origins, it is worth 
reminding ourselves that they too began as organs of working-class 
self-help. We have had almost two centuries of popular aspirations to 
get out of the landlord-tenant relationship, beginning with the 
‘terminating’ building societies begun by people who clubbed together
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to house themselves. What kind of ideological idiocy in the labour 
movement has allowed the Conservatives to present themselves as the 
champions of council tenants against municipal paternalism? We 
actually reached such a degree of absurdity that when Lewisham’s 
Labour council decided by one vote to turn over those sites which were 
too small or uneven for its own housing programme to the Lewisham 
Self-Build Housing Association (formed by people on its own waiting 
list), the leader of an adjoining borough, faced with the immense 
success of this enterprise, remarked, ‘We aren’t going to turn our 
tenants into little capitalists’ (see my book When We Build Again, Pluto 
Press, 1985). In Liverpool, a whole series of co-operative initiatives 
have shown the ability of poor people to find a site, select their own 
architect with whom to design their own housing, and then to 
commission their own builder, and finally to run their own estate (see 
Alan McDonald, The Weller Way: The Story of the Weller Street Housing 
Co-operative, Faber, 1986). Faced with these achievements of working 
class self-organisation, you would expect their socialist councillors to 
rejoice. Instead they have responded with absolute hostility.

How sad that in Britain, birthplace of friendly societies, trade 
unionism and the Co-operative movement, socialists should have been 
so intoxicated with power and bureaucracy and the mystique of the 
state that they should dismiss their own inheritance as a path not worth 
taking! Social welfare has been surrendered to the state as well as the 
income to pay for them, the state’s way. For most of the post-war 
decades there was a consensus between the political parties on state 
paternalism in welfare. The advent of Thatcherism ended that and, if 
you believe that continued electoral success implies the popularity of a 
government, Thatcher’s three terms of office, even though the 
politicians of the left tend to exaggerate the extent of the onslaught on 
welfare, certainly indicate, first, that the intention is there and, second, 
that the British public hasn’t risen in outrage to defend the threatened 
edifice.

Thatcherism has two opposite characteristics: its rhetoric and its 
actions. The rhetoric is about lifting the burden of the state and 
encouraging local enterprise and individual initiative. The action is 
about destroying the pretence that local government is local and 
imposing central government’s will on more and more areas of life. A 
dissenting Conservative MP, Ian Gilmour, sums up current policy as 
‘Manchester liberalism minus the idealism and plus a centralising State’ 
(quoted in The Observer, 9 August 1987). If it is confusing to the 
citizen, it also provides difficulties for anarchist propagandists. For 
decades people responded to our propaganda about the nature of the 
state with the observation that our views were out of date: it was a
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benign organisation for social welfare. If we now use the new historical 
research, as I am seeking to use it, people tell us that it is very like 
Thatcherism. Philip Gardner’s comments on those parent-controlled 
schools sound like the ‘Parent Power’ sloganising of the Conservative 
Secretary of State for Education. But the shallowness of the slogan is 
revealed by his intention to impose a National Curriculum on all state 
schools.

It is the same with housing. My own agitation for many years for 
dweller control as the first principle of housing is echoed by the 
language of the Thatcher government, and is bitterly opposed by the 
political left. But in fact the co-op housing movement, as a contemporary 
survey shows, is ‘caught in the crossfire between local authorities and 
central government’. Jose Ospina goes on to remark: ‘The irony of 
foisting co-ops on councils that don’t want them, while blocking the 
schemes put forward by the councils that do, must not be lost on us. 
But such opportunism is bound to undermine and demoralise those 
who are promoting such initiatives seriously’ (Housing Ourselves, Hilary 
Shipman, 1987).

Maybe it was the advice of their advertising agents that enabled the 
party of big business to exploit deeply felt popular sentiment with such 
triumphant cynicism. But the fault is that of the labour movement in 
rejecting its own history and origins for the sake of a version of 
socialism which is governmental, bureaucratic, paternalistic and 
unloved. The Sociologist Ray Pahl put it well when he suggested: 
Not only have those with a collectivist ideology imposed this as the so-called 
natural or ‘instinctive’ political response of ordinary workers, but they have 
managed to imply that those who object to the tyrannies of the town hall have 
been de-radicahsed. . . . People have been puzzled to discover that what they 
most wanted — a home of their own — was in some way a betrayal of a greater 
goal. ‘Privatisation’ was scorned by the municipal socialists, who thus alienated 
themselves from their natural supporters (Division of Labour, Blackwell, 1984). 

It’s going to be a long haul for the political left to unburden itself of 
all that Fabian, Marxist, managerial and professional baggage, and 
rediscover its roots in the tradition of fraternal and autonomous 
associations springing up from below. We anarchists ought to be 
around with our signposts, pointing the way. 

A shortened version of this article appeared in The Guardian on 12 October 
1987.

<

*
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Tony Gibson

Burgess Hill School:
A Personal Account

The Post-War Background 

In March 1945, before the war had ended and when I was employed as 
an agricultural worker in South Wales, I was told by the local office of 
the Ministry of Labour that carpenters were wanted in London to 
repair the bomb-damage, and that the Ministry was willing to accept 
such work as fulfilling the requirements of my registration as a 
Conscientious Objector. I must have put myself down as a carpenter on 
their books on the strength of some amateurish training at evening 
classes while working at the war-time ambulance station in London. 
The pay was certainly better than that of agricultural workers, and this 
seemed an excellent opportunity to get back to London with Betty and 
our son. A friend of hers had a flat in Chelsea, which she was willing to 
lend us, but at first Betty did not accompany me back to London, and I 
came alone.

At first, too, I didn’t go to the carpenter’s job, for I heard that there 
was work on timber extraction on the fringe of London, for £5 a week, 
which was then quite good pay for a manual worker and better than I 
could earn as a carpenter. A number of anarchist friends were working 
at it, and although I hadn’t got the proper employment cards for it, I 
was allowed to join the gang. Soon it came to the ears of the boss that a 
number of anarchists were working illegally in his firm, and he ordered 
us to be sacked, so my bonanza of ‘high’ pay lasted for only a few days. 

Then I got my cards from South Wales and obtained employment as 
a carpenter in a firm repairing the bomb-blasted houses in Hackney, 
East London. Here again pacifist and anarchist contacts stood me in 
good stead, for the building firm belonged to pacifists, and most of its 
workers were Conscientious Objectors of one kind or another — 
Christian pacifists, members of the Socialist Party of Great Britain, 
anarchists, fringe Trotskyists, and a few deserters from the forces who 
lived precarious lives without proper identity documents. When 
inspectors came round, the foreman told these latter characters to make 
themselves scarce for a while, since they didn’t appear on the firm’s 
books. We even had one genuine Fascist, a mild little man who admired 
Mussolini (who had recently been killed). This fellow had a bad time in
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arguments with his work-mates, and was indeed threatened with 
violence to drive him off the job, until a brawny young socialist 
declared that he would be his protector: ‘A man is entitled to his 
opinions, however daft.’

Getting into Burgess Hill 

While I was working on this job I heard that Burgess Hill School 
wanted a temporary handyman. I had applied unsuccessfully for such a 
job at this school about a year before when they were still at Cranleigh. 
Now with the ending of the war they had returned to London and 
occupied four large and rather dilapidated houses in Oak Hill Park, 
Hampstead.

The school got its name from a road in West Hampstead where it had 
originally functioned as a fairly conventional little private day-school 
before the war. With the coming of the war it was evacuated to 
Cranleigh, and there it was a co-educational boarding-school, 
eventually taking children up to the age of about sixteen. The 
‘progressive’ element developed under war-time conditions. With most 
young men called up for war service, the school naturally attracted 
Conscientious Objectors as male teachers: there were three pacifist 
males on the staff — Tony Weaver, Frank Lea and Trevor Pugh. I 
don’t know exactly what happened at Cranleigh; Tony Weaver referred 
to the episode as ‘getting rid’ of the headmaster, and anyway it was 
decided to run the school without any head on the joint responsibility of 
several of the senior staff. The company that owned the school, New 
Age Schools, was prepared to countenance this experiment, and its 
‘progressive’ nature attracted Herbert Read, the well-known literary 
critic who was then an anarchist (but later became Sir Herbert) to join 
the board of directors and lend the cachet of his name. Later he 
regretted it in the embarrassing circumstances that blew up in 1946, 
and even promised £1,000 to the school if he could be extricated from 
the mess. He was extricated, in the manner that will be related later, 
but we never got the £1,000.

In 1945 Trevor Pugh, who was handyman, applied for leave of 
absence in order to act as a full-time Labour Party election agent in the 
coming General Election. I was offered the job as a temporary 
replacement for Pugh, and I was very pleased to accept, for I had long 
been interested in progressive education, being inspired by the books of 
A. S. Neill many years before I had a child of my own. Pugh then 
obtained a permanent job with the Labour Party, and so my temporary 
job at the school became a permanency. Also, the housekeeper, Mrs




