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The patter of tiny contradictions  

Valerie Charlton with the CCC collective  

Child care is and always has been a central issue for the womens liberation movement. The 

liberation of women is inseparable from, among many other things, the development of different 

ways of caring for and relating to children.  

Considering the centrality of the issue, attention given to it has been both incidental and 

underdeveloped with few exceptions. Before attempting a description of one of the exceptions, the 

Childrens Community Centre at 123 Dartmouth Park Hill, London N.19, I think it's necessary to 

examine the dominant features which influenced the formulation of the first Women's Liberation 

childcare demand for '24 hour nurseries for all' and to understand the difficulties involved in the 

campaign which followed and how its ultimate failure influenced the setting up of the Childrens 

Community Centre (CCC).  

A report presented to the National Conference of Labour Women in 1970 detailed the number of 

nursery schools and classes, admitting that in 1967 nursery education was available to only 6% of 3 

to 4 year olds:  

Some areas provide for as many as 20% while others as low as 1% or less.  

1968-69 — 26 of the 83 county boroughs and 18 of the county councils provided no nursery 

places.  

Large towns such as Grimsby, Rochdale. Doncaster and Darlington provide no places at all, 

neither do the county councils of Berkshire, Kent and the East and North Ridings of 

Yorkshire.  

Most outstanding is the absence of a single focal authority in Wales providing nursery 

places.  

These statistics do not include Day Nurseries which are run by Health rather than Education 

Authorities and which are there-fore staffed by nursery nurses rather than teachers. They are open 

long hours and take children from birth. But they are in similar short supply and in the main, only 

cater for priority hardship cases.  

However despite the extreme national shortage expressed in the report there was no public outcry! 

Not surprising in a society divided horizontally by classes and vertically by sex, each division 

subdivided into a multiplicity of races, religions, and occupations and each believing itself to be at 

odds with the rest.  

Not the most mobile situation for united action against injustice or exploitation but super-efficient at 

reproducing the capitalist system whilst containing the most hair-raising contradictions and 

illogicalities for working class people, especially women. For example we are penetrated with an 

ideology, with all its componant parts, which says a woman's place is in the home looking after her 

husband and children. This ideology co-exists with a reality of 9 million women making up one-third 

of the work force and being paid approximately half of the average national male wage.  

The only logic for these apparent contradictions lies in the economic needs of the system which this 

duality specifically expresses.  

30 years ago during the last war the dominant ideology made it desirable for women to leave their 

children in nurseries and join the work force. The ideology of the late 60's, refined and cemented 

with psuedo-scientific evidence from Educationalists, Sociologists and the media, all nicely situated 
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in the middle classes, clearly operated (and still does) to make women almost totally responsible for 

the pre-school care of their children.  

Time and time again TV and radio programmes and magazine articles discussed the "deprivation" of 

"latch-key" children whose mothers worked outside the home.  

There was status attached to the family where the woman stayed at home; some men boasted of 

how they wouldn't let their wives work outside the home once they were married, or had kids.  

John Bowlby had it all sewn up. He was the authority of the day on infant deprivation and wrote that 

to avoid serious emotional disturbances the child must have a One-to-one relationship with its 

Mother or Mother substitute for the first few years of its life.  

The flimsiness of his experiments has since been exposed and discredited (scc'The Myth of 

Motherhood,'a pamphlet by Lee Comer and 'Maternal Deprivation Reassessed' by Michael Rutter).  

When reality conflicted with the ideology it was concluded with blind consistency that the mother 

was at fault.  

The Plowden Report openly stated its disinclination to persuade the government to provide nursery 

places for the children of mothers who were not economically obliged to work. So expensive private 

nurseries, childminders or relatives filled the gap depending on the economic status of the mother.  

The Playgroups Association had been growing by leaps and bounds during this period and for very 

understandable reasons. Playgroups are run on voluntary help and therefore are of minimal cost to 

the Government and local authorities. They are 100% motivated by the educational development of 

the child which is ideologically acceptable and because they operate for such short hours in no way 

'threaten' the mother's role in the family.  

Even the National Campaign for Nursery Education in its concern for popular support stuck firmly to 

a child-centred motivation. 

When in the late 60's the Women's Liberation Movement burst onto the scene it naturally 

approached the child-care problem with women in mind. The audacity of this simple step produced 

reactions of incomprehension and embarassment (and I'm not exaggerating). By 1970 the Women's 

Movement consisted of a collection of small but different organisations, the largest one being the 

Women's Liberation Workshop These were linked by a quarterly meeting of representatives which 

was called the Women's National Co-ordinating Committee. This committee was responsible for 

formulating the 4 demands of the Women's Movement which were:- 

Equal Pay  

Equal educational and job opportunities  

Free contraception and abortion on demand  

24 Hour nurseries for all under 5's 

----- page break ----- 

The WNCC had tried to work out a set of demands which touched broadly on all the points at which 

women experienced discrimination.  

The demand for 24 hour nurseries in common with the other demands was intended to cover the 

immediate needs of the most hard hit women including women night workers. It was saying if we 
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are to have nurseries for everyone they must be open round the clock. Unfortunately the wording 

was ambiguous and many people took it to mean that the same children stayed there 24 hours a 

day. 

Socialised child-care is a crucial concept for the women's movement and the left to introduce, but in 

the form of a demand isolated from the support of a total socialist system and simply plonked onto 

an alienating capitalist one, it created formidable contradictions as we discovered when we tried to 

launch a national campaign around the demand. We could have overcome the problems of 

inexperience, lack of funds, family commitments had other aspects been clearer.  

As it was, one of the main stumbling blocks was that the demand was quantitive and in no way 

qualitive which meant we were simply asking for more of what already existed and though serving 

its original purpose in covering the most hard hit woman's immediate needs, it had very limited 

appeal for those with a remnant of choice. both in and out of the movement.  

Women outside Women's Liberation frequently argued that all the problems of caring for children in 

the isolation of their own home were preferable to the daily grind of some rotten job, given that 

money wasn't the deciding factor. It was impossible to relinquish easily the only justification. But 

even where work was preferable the conspiracy of guilt created often by other women, who had 

similarly been kept in their place, was hard to confront.  

Women in Women's Liberation were confused, suspicious, uncertain. They didn't want nurseries for 

everyone if the nurseries remained hot-beds of sexist ideology and authoritarian organisation.  

Support was impossible, action was impossible without a large, well organised and powerful 

movement behind the campaign. Where would pressure come from to force the Government to 

provide a service they already got for nothing.  

It must be implicit in any campaign demand that it is achivable in part at least. This wasn't! But 

paradoxically this was its sole positive feature, it served an ideological role in exposing the simple 

notion of child-care for all pre-supposed a multitude of other progressive changes in society before it 

was even conceivable.  

So the Women's National Co-ordinating Committee's nation al campaign for 24 hour nurseries 

proved to be a non starter. though many went grey in the process of not starting.  

However early in 1971 an opportunity presented itself to work in a completely different way. Not so 

majestic perhaps but a good deal more plausible. It was an opportunity to explore in a real way the 

viability in a full-time nursery situation of all the concepts which were bandied about like non-sexist, 

non-authoritarian, collective child-care.  

Some W.L. groups in Camden offered an idea to the council that short life property should be used 

as child-care centres run by W.L. Camden Council lived up to its liberal image and accepted the idea.  

It took 20 months negotiating before the first centre was opened on December 4th 1972 at 123 

Darmouth Park Hill in the redevelopment area of Highgate New Town.  

 

Description of the house  

The centre is in a 4 storey terraced house facing directly onto the street. There are 2 rooms on each 

floor with a back addition on the 2 lower floors.  
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The open plan basement and minute back yard arc the main play areas for paint, sand, water, day 

and climbing, jumping, sliding. Toilets and washbasins are in the back addition.  

The main room on the ground floor which adjoins the kitchen is used for eating, reading and clean 

play.  

On the first floor the largest room is an office used also as a children's rest room and in the evenings 

as a meeting room. Ajoining this is a smaller living room used so far by the part time worker in part 

lieu of salary.  

The upper floor is a flat for a woman and child so that the building is always occupied.  

 

Money  

The Council gave a capital grant of £1500 with which to equip the centre and an annual grant of 

£3,000 for all salaries and running costs. Out of this the parents employ a full-time qualified worker, 

a part-time worker and a daily cleaner. 

The only charges for the children arc 10p per day which covers morning and afternoon snacks and 

lunch.  

 

Staffing  

Apart from the paid workers, all staffing consists of voluntary help, mainly parents carefully 

organised on a rota system. There is a high ratio of staff to children, usually 4, never less than 3 to 15 

kids. Most days there is extra help at lunchtimes and every day a very welcome person gives up her 

lunch hour to read stories to the children allowing other people to have a break.  

 

Selection  

Twenty one children pass through the CCC in a day between 8.30 am and 6.00 pm, but only 15 are 

present at any one time. The children fit broadly into 3 catagories.  

I. 7 are the kids of the 7 women who negotiated for the centre of whom 6 are teachers and work 

part-time and 1 is an ex-librarian. MI these mothers give time at CCC — and in addition so do 3 of 

the fathers.  

2. 5 are the kids of women with full-time jobs; a barmaid. an office worker, a student and a ground 

hostess for Ghana Airways.  

3. The remaining 9 kids come from 6 sets of parents out of which 3 mothers give time at the centre. 

Their occupations are student, clerk and teacher. Out of those who give no time at the centre the 

fathers' occupations are postman, housepainter, and shopkeeper and the mothers' occupations are 

houseworker, houseworker and shopkeeper.  

Months before opening we wrote to and visited all local families with children under 5 whose 

addresses we could get from the local Neighbourhood Advice Centre. We informed the local Tenants 

Association of our opening and invited applications for places.  
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Since opening we had so many applications for places we realised we had to have a very strict policy 

on selection. We have to limit our intake only to those in the greatest need from immediate streets. 

Definition of need is an ongoing discussion which necessarily considers the needs of the parents as 

well as the needs of the child.  

 

Journal  

A daily journal has been kept since the opening of the centre where events and non-events are 

minutely recorded. Everybody who works at the centre is encouraged, not always successfully, to 

summarise their daily experiences and impressions. This has several purposes; the very action of 

formulating ones thoughts in order to write them down gives a greater sense and understanding of 

what's happening.  

On a very practical level it is necessary that different people working each day can know the 

happenings of previous days.  

It is particularly important that the development of the children can be observed over long periods.  

 

Men 

During the 20 months preceding the centre opening those women in the negotiating group who 

were members of women's liberation strongly resisted the inclusion of men in the group, on the 

grounds that if the centre were to operate in the interests of women, which was its reason for being, 

then the definitions and control must be kept in the hands of women during the formative stages. 

However the same women felt equally strongly that it was in the interests of women that men 

should take an active and equal role in child-care. Therefore as soon as the centre opened efforts 

were made to involve male parents and helpers wherever possible.  

There are now 5 men who work regularly at the centre, some of whom admit to extreme feelings of 

insecurity and awkwardness, in the early days, due to being a minority group in an occupation 

dominated by their opposite sex, in which they had little experience and therefore expertise. 

----- page break ----- 

Collectivity  

If one had to isolate the most important single element at the centre that element must be 

collective organising.  

It would probably be the slowest, hardest and least efficent form of organising in a time and motion 

study but that is not the criteria. The purpose is the development and strengthening of the people in 

the collective by gradually breaking down oppressive divisions and passing on each others skills and 

knowledge.  

Theoretically all have equal rights. In fact due to uneveness of experience some people are more 

vocal than others and consequently play a larger part in defining the directions of the centre. It's 

necessary to always explain all references so as not to exclude people from the discussions which 

often go on for months. But the constant interchange of ideas, questions, critisisms means a very 

rapid and progressive development of the people involved.  
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It seems to be the only way to confront competition and egomania within a group for collective 

organising presupposes the value of and concern for each individual and this is important, especially 

for women who have been undervalued all their lives.  

But even more simply it is the only way we can hope to pass on to future parents at the centre all 

the ideas and aspirations we have for it.  

Contrary to what many people think, non-authoritarian organising (if it is to work) means very 

careful, systematic organising and this is a characteristic which runs through every aspect of the 

centre. We find time and time again that lack of organisation is oppressive and distructive and allows 

unfair dominance of some over others. This is true among the adults as it is among the children.  

 

The Meeting  

The centre functions through a weekly meeting of the collective where all decisions and 

organisational problems are thrashed out.  

It is the point of interaction between the centre and home where parents can discuss how and what 

their children will learn. It's often hard to utilise this freedom after years of being prevented by the 

mystique and impermiability of institutions. The more parents feel at ease with ideas expressed at 

the C.C.C. the less chance of their children experiencing a double standard between the centre and 

home.  

Tensions related to the meeting have arisen from some parents simply not attending. Many forms of 

persuasion have been tried as non-attendance is seen as a very serious problem for several reasons.  

It has been a growing area of resentment among parents who work at the centre and attend 

meetings to see other parents doing neither.  

Unless those who can't give time attend meetings there is no way that the centre can extend its 

knowledge of the child or communicate to the parents what it's about.  

Without the meeting the centre is, in the experience of those parents, no different to any other 

nursery, and not least of its justifications for existence is that it should provoke awareness and 

development on all questions of child-care among everyone who is connected with it.  

The collective is divided on how to deal with the very real problem of non-attendance of meetings. 

Some think attendance should be a pre-condition for having ones child at the centre.  

Others resist this, believing that people should be persuaded rather than forced to attend. So the 

discussion goes on.  

 

Practice  

Anyone who has worked with numbers of small children knows that the wear and tear on ones 

psyche is tremendous and we were trying to organise the learning and exchange with the children in 

ways which were often uncharted.  

Our early experiences of 'collective' child-care were pure torture for many of us. We were relating to 

children out of the privacy and protection of our own homes. Those of us with quite long experience 

in women's liberation realised with shame how little that had penetrated our daily relationship with 

http://www.liberatinghistories.org/


Red Rag 5, 1973. The patter of tiny contradictions by Valerie Charlton  www.LiberatingHistories.org 

our children. We were publicly exposed. We watched each other minutely; instinct was ridden with 

pitfalls. It took a collective situation to make us painfully aware of each expression of our continuing 

authoritarian sexism.  

Many of us were in misery those first few months. What could we do? How could we change years 

of relating to children as a contrnlict and server? We felt we had been caught with our knickers 

down and frequently we fled to the kitchen, an area of security, and got madly involved with the 

washing up. But as time went on a routine evolved and as habits changed things got less tense 

though the level of criticism has heightened if anything.  

 

The Children  

We are trying to break away from the traditional authoritarian mode of relating to children and are 

attempting to offer them as many choices as possible and as much independence as they can cope 

with. AU activities are made available for children of both sexes but it's not enough simply to treat 

all the children equally. !lie boys have frequently already learned their advantage and are quick to 

make capital out of it. There has to be positive support in favour of the girls, who are generally 

already less adventurous. So we go further and actively encourage the boys to do traditionally 

female activities like cooking and shopping and encourage the girls to use hammers and saws and to 

fight back when attacked. In doing so we hope to counter the rigid role definition our children are 

forced into by society and to give them the confidence to challenge it. At the centre the children 

sometimes sec men cooking the lunch and women putting up shelves or changing plugs and 

hopefully the children will form less conventional images of men and women than those perpetrated 

elsewhere.  

The Centre is carefully organised to allow the children to do things for themselves. All the toys and 

most art materials are kept on shelves at child height so that the kids can help themselves to 

anything they want without having to ask a grown-up. A routine was devised for meal times, after an 

opening week of chaos, which allows them to serve themselves, pour their own drinks (and wipe up 

the spills!), clear away their dirty dishes and scrape the places. At first we all lunged forward to heap 

food onto their plates and hovered around whilst they ate, but we are slowly learning to restrain 

ourselves from always doing things for them and are being continually surprised at how capable they 

are. Everything doesn't always run smoothly, but on the whole they respond to responsibility and 

seem to be thriving on it.  

Whilst encouraging independence from adults we are also zncouraging greater dependence on the 

peer group and suggest to the kids that they do things together and help one another. 

----- page break ----- 

We don't want to breed competitive children always seeking 8 adult approval and praise. The 

children often paint together on one long sheer of paper, they move the tables together ready for 

snacks, they help each other on and off with their coats and they comfort and hug each other. 

Slowly they are growing more sensitive to one another and are learning to work together. Like the 

adults they are finding out that things get easier when they are shared.  

In choosing equipment for the children to use we have deliberately brought in many improvised 

materials. Large cardboard boxes and old drawers allow much more scope for imaginative play than 

most of the glossy, expensive and badly made toys in the shops and the children can take apart an 

old camera from a jumble sale and examine the bits without being told to "stop because they're 
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breaking it". In providing them with real things to examine and play with, instead of always toys 

created by purely adult fantasy, we are allowing them to better understand the world around them. 

The basic activities mentioned earlier (Description of House) are always available, but in addition we 

organise other 'special' activities around a weekly theme, in order to maximise the number of 

different experiences we can offer the children. Themes we have had include living things, the 

senses, colour, shape. size and measurement, how things work, and printing. Having a theme helps 

to bring continuity from one day to the next for the children. It also makes us feel more secure when 

we work at the centre if we know that there are plenty of activities planned, as it is often hard to 

think of fresh activities on the spot. We go out with the children a great deal to try and relate what 

they experience at the centre with their knowledge of the world outside. The same local park can be 

used to illustrate several different things. perhaps colour one week and plants the next. Sometimes 

we take more ambitious trips to places like Kew Gardens or the Science Museum and create quite an 

amusing spectacle on public transport.  

Our experience has led us to feel very positive about the use of a house as a child-care centre rather 

than a purpose-built institution. The size and distribution of the rooms is not so different from the 

children's homes and the function of each room is visible. Wherever possible the children are 

involved in everything that happens at the centre. The kitchen is not a magical, mystical place out of 

which ready cooked meals emerge at lunch time. Instead the children are in there grating cheese, 

cutting up fruit, making jelly or bread, not simply 'helping' or hindering, but being genuinely useful. 

Food doesn't just appear on the shelves, the children go out to buy it with an adult. The washing 

doesn't clean itself, the kids take it to launderettes and learn about concepts of hot/cold, dry/wet in 

the process. The day at the centre may be a long one, but it is not often that anyone is bored.  

 

Training Scheme 

Our biggest problem at the moment is that many people at the centre find the work difficult and feel 

ill-equipped to cope in a creative way and we've realised that if we are to survive in the way we want 

to then we must supply our own training scheme or learning situation for people who work at the 

centre. We have to implement a real course of study and exploration into the practicalities and 

theory of the sort of child-care we want to practice. Daily we have recognised the urgent need for 

this. Plans are in motion and it is at present our greatest priority.  

 

Future struggles  

Already out of the short experience of the centre future struggles are predictable. First and foremost 

to get an increase in our grant so that more people at the centre can get paid and ultimately 

everyone. Secondly a working party is already forming to begin negotiations with the Council for 

permanent re-housing especially to include facilities for under 2 year olds, a most neglected group in 

terms of nursery provision. Also to include a women's centre with facilities for over night stay, a 

need we have been made very aware of since opening.  

 

Relationship to Community  

Having short life property in re-development areas can be a source of antagonism with long-standing 

residents of that area, who see their locality being allowed to decay for many years before re-
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development actually happens. In Highgate New Town some houses will have been empty for 9 

years before they are actually demolished.  

Shopkeepers flee the area and amenities generally decrease. With empty property everywhere the 

area soon becomes rat infested and filthy. The Council fail completely to assess and supply the needs 

of people during this period failing even to maintain repairs on Council houses.  

Bitter resentment is therefore levelled at transient groups. organisations, and squatters who are 

seen to take advantage of this situation and in a real sense can represent the permanent take-over 

of a working class area by the middle classes during redevelopment.  

In our case there has been criticism on the grounds that we provide free child-care when the 

longterm residents had to pay for their children's Nursery Education in the past. The reasoning is 

that they arc now paying through the rates for us to have free child-care and this is hard to take 

when on the one hand they are so neglected by the Council and on the other it is seen that some 

parents could clearly afford to pay. However it is conveniently ignored that other parents can clearly 

not afford to pay.  

From the beginning we have voiced the principle that charges and shorter hours would mean 

effective discrimination against the children of working class parents, and it goes without saying that 

we believe that good child-care should be available to every child.  

There is a notion held by some people in the Women's movement that alternative child-care should 

not be Council financed on the grounds of vulnerability if that finance is withdrawn. But surely a 

centre has less chance of survival if it has the crippling problem of continually raising its running 

costs by its own efforts. The logic of the argument escapes me. People pay rates and taxes and have 

a right to expect that this money is used to provide services which operate in their interests (albeit 

that they may have an understandably short term view of their interests). The very existence of our 

centre is evidence of the failure of Local Councils to provide adequate child-care I see no reason to, 

in addition, let them off the economic hook. The fact that the Children's Community Centre is 

Council financed is one of its most important features. if we were dependent in whatever shape or 

form on private finance and enterprise any remnant of political justification we might have would 

evaporate.  

 

Strengths and Weaknesses  

It has always been implicit in the politics of the C.C.C. that part of our activities should be to 

stimulate and help people start other centres. From the beginning we have made all our information 

as accessible as we could. On opening the Centre we produced a pamphlet describing the struggle 

up to that point. After three months we had a press conference for local and women's liberation 

journalists. In May '73 we had a very successful public meeting which increased our solidarity as a 

group and where we invited all other groups and individuals interested in starting similar projects. 

We write and encourage articles and go to speak to other groups when invited. There is a second, 

more comprehensive, pamphlet in the pipeline and a film in the making. Visitors arc welcomed 

whenever its convenient.  

Naturally we are under close scrutiny from many quarters. Do we stand examination? Are we a 

legitimate experiment in an overall move towards an improved child-care system? Can we build 

policies and structures into the C.C.C. which ensure that the progressive political development of 

everyone involved outweighs the cheap service we give Camden Council, or are the contradictions 
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too great? We are a cheap way out for Local Council but that is also our bargaining power, slender 

though it is at present. Councils are under pressure to provide decent child-care facilities and they 

are looking for ways out. Their willingness to encourage all forms of voluntary help is sufficient 

proof.  

Meaningful expansion of national nursery facilities in the interests of working class children must 

include enormous changes in both the ideological and practical content. For the right to control a 

miniscule experiment in this field we pay in vast amounts of time and energy.  

There's no way of knowing at this stage what the larger implications of this experiment will be. We 

know our existence means positive support to those directly involved and indirect support to those 

working along similar lines. But we are walking a tightrope and we have no way of knowing if it will 

break before we reach the other side. But anyway there's a lot more reality in this project than there 

was in the abortive campaign of two years ago. 

----- page break ----- 
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