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Badge Archive 

 

Danny Birchall 

 

‘Badge Archive’ consists of images of twenty (mostly) political badges from my personal 

collection, metadata about the badges themselves, and two stories about each badge: one 

sourced and factual, and one personal recollection. The images and stories are accessible 

through a single website, but are distributed across several different services and 

websites, including eHive, Flickr, and Wikimedia Commons (see Appendices 1 and 2) 

which are platforms for freely sharing cultural data and information. ‘Badge Archive’ is 

therefore online not in the sense of being a single website, but as part of a larger set of 

cultural artefacts shared under progressive and open licences, ‘in the public sphere for the 

benefit and use of everyone’ (Edson and Cherry, 2010). 

 

‘Badge Archive’ relates to some of my professional concerns as the editor of a website 

for a cultural heritage organisation (Wellcome Collection, 2011b). I am responsible for 

writing copy that accompanies images of historical objects (Wellcome Collection, 2011a) 

and I have also been involved in creating a complex online presence for an artist’s project 

exploring the nature of collecting and museums (Birchall, 2011b). ‘Badge Archive’ sets 

out to investigate three interlinked questions that traverse my personal history and 

professional work. It asks what the proper place is for archival objects online; it 

investigates whether and how objects ‘tell stories’; and it attempts to subvert and play 

with the idea of the ‘hidden history’ 

 

In researching this project I wrote a post on my blog, asking ‘how useful can you make a 

micro-collection online?’ (Birchall, 2011a) The question was directed at colleagues in the 

museum sector and beyond. In response to an enthusiasm in museums and archives for 

aggregating their collections through portals such as Culture Grid  and Europeana, I 

wondered what I could do to make my collection useful to any potential aggregators. 

Responses suggested two ways in which this tiny archive might be ‘made useful’: firstly 

using an off-the-shelf online collections management system such as eHive or Omeka to 
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host information about the objects; and secondly licensing the images and information in 

such a way that they could be reused and researched by others.  

 

Objects are rarely made available or apprehended on their own. Widely attributed to 

Henry Ford, the phrase ‘every object tells a story if you know how to read it’ has been 

popularised by Gary Hustwit’s film about design, Objectified (2009).  

‘Every object tells a story’ is also often used by cultural heritage organisations for 

projects that look anew at old objects (Solent Centre for Architecture + Design, 2011; 

Staffordshire County Council, 2011; Victoria & Albert Museum, 2003). The missing half 

of the sentence in this case might more aptly be ‘if you know how to tell it’. Constructing 

‘narratives’ is considered a priority by museums (Chamberlain, 2011) as much as it is 

regarded as a subject of critique by museologists (Witcomb, 2003, p.130). 

 

‘Badge Archive’ complicates this approach by telling two stories for each object (see 

Appendix 3). One story straightforwardly addresses the ‘subject’ of the badge: that is, the 

cause or target that the badge is ‘for’ or ‘against’. It includes hyperlinks to sources that 

are generally reliable, but heterogeneous and in some kind of sympathy with the badge 

(campaign websites rather than Wikipedia, for instance). The other story is a personal and 

hermetic memory of mine that is either directly or tangentially attached to the badge, 

sometimes working against the badge’s overt purpose. A Socialist Workers Party 

membership badge, for example, is accompanied by a story about leaving the SWP; the 

symbol of commitment contrasted with a lack of actual commitment. A ‘Right to Work’ 

badge is likewise accompanied by the story of how I avoided working for a living in my 

early twenties. By juxtaposing these stories with the straightforward histories of the 

badges I attempt to show that a personal story attached to an object, though true and 

authentic, may complicate or undermine the ‘meaning’ of the badge rather than 

amplifying or explaining it.  

 

How should these stories then be organised? A second shibboleth of contemporary 

cultural heritage is the idea of the ‘hidden history’, a phrase used by the BBC (2011), 

Eastside Community Heritage (2011), and the Fitzwilliam Museum (2011) among many 
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others. Projects to uncover ‘hidden histories’ often focus not only on subaltern groups 

and individuals that have been excluded from official histories but also those personal 

and affective perspectives on social history that are absent from catalogue entries and 

factual descriptions. The risk, however, is that by designating the stories ‘hidden’ even as 

they are overtly told, the personal and affective are relegated to a permanent second-class 

status, an ever-present but always secondary supplement to the ‘real’ qualities and stories 

of objects. 

 

While ‘Badge Archive’ opens itself up to other perspectives and narratives (the website 

and Flickr pages are open to comments, the eHive pages permit further tagging, the 

images in Wikimedia Commons are an open resource) it puts my own personal stories 

first. The primary ‘Badge Archive’ site is structured around the memories, with the 

badges as illustrations; while you might encounter the individual badges and their stories 

elsewhere on Flickr or eHive, the main entrance to the project itself is through the 

‘hidden’ history, functioning as an overt structuring device rather than a specially-

excavated supplement. 

 

‘Badge Archive’ is ultimately coursework, but hopefully it will also work as a series of 

linked resources that are useful and interesting to others. During the research and 

production of this project I posted some initial images of badges online and linked to 

them via Twitter and Facebook for others to see and comment. As a result, the designer 

of an anti-Poll Tax badge identified himself (Fig 1) and the ‘Stuff the Jubilee’ badge was 

featured on the homepage of History Workshop Online (Fig 2), where its original 

designer found and commented on it (History Workshop, 2011; Fig 3). 

 

Through their publication, use and reuse, these images and their associated stories should 

be not only a real and meaningful contribution to a shared cultural heritage, but also 

provide a new perspective on the ways in which we discuss and describe objects from our 

own personal histories. 

1,021 words 
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Illustrations 
 

 
 
Fig 1. Discussion of anti-Poll Tax badge on Facebook. 
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Fig 2. Stuff the Jubilee badge featured as a ‘radical object’ on the homepage of History 
Workshop Online. 
 
 

 
 
Fig 3. ‘Stuff the Jubilee’ badge designer Sherrl Yanowitz discusses the badge on History 
Workshop Online. 
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Appendix 1: project details 

The main website for the project can be found at: 

http://www.badgearchive.org/ 

 

All further elements of the project are linked from this site, but two major elements can 

also be approached directly. 

 

The badge archive can be found on eHive at: 

https://ehive.com/account/4151 

 

Flickr images can be found at: 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/dannybirchall/sets/72157628070304023/ 

 

I have made every attempt to ensure the robustness of hosting and presentation of these 

resources, but many aspects of the environments are beyond my control. If for any reason 

some part of this project appears not to be working, please contact me at: 

d.birchall@wellcome.ac.uk 

 

 



Danny Birchall ‘Badge Archive’ Page 9 of 29 

Appendix 2: Technical details 
 
 

The website www.badgearchive.org was built using WordPress software, hosted on Go 

Daddy servers. The design was created using the PressWork theme. 

 

Images and descriptions of each badge are hosted on eHive, an online collection 

management system produced by Vernon Systems. Metadata including a catalogue 

number, the date of the badge, a physical description, condition information and subject 

tags were added using eHive’s cataloguing interface. 

 

Images of each badge were taken using a Canon PowerShot G12 camera, and 

manipulated for clarity and cropped in Photoshop CS2. The composite image header for 

the website was also created in Photoshop CS2. 

 

Images and descriptions of each badge are hosted on Flickr, which also serves the images 

for the main website, but not eHive, where images were uploaded separately. Each image 

on Flickr was added to at least one image pool related to its subject or physical 

properties.  

 

All images and texts created for the project are licensed under the Creative Commons 

CC-BY license, which allows commercial reuse and modification. Licenses for the Flickr 

images were automatically generated by Flickr. The licence used on the main website 

was created using the Creative Commons licence generator and embedded directly onto 

the website. 

 

Project planning and data management was done using Google Docs. 
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Appendix 3: images and texts 
 

 

Born-again atheist badge 

The expression “I’m a born-again atheist” is widely but 

unreliably attributed to Gore Vidal. The phrase, an ironic reversal, 

refers to the phenomenon of spiritual rebirth associated with a 

resurgent evangelical Christianity in the USA popularised since 

the 1950s through the work of preachers such as Billy Graham. 

The influence of evangelical Christianity on cultural and 

educational norms has become controversial on both sides of the 

Atlantic, particularly around the issue of teaching ‘creationism’ (a 

modified form of the Bible’s story of the origin of humankind) 

alongside Darwin’s theory of evolution in state schools. 

Opposition to religious influence in the early twenty-first century 

has clustered around the idea of a ‘new atheism’, committed to 

scientific rationalism as the basis of a secular society.  

 

 There is no God 

If God didn’t make you, then who did? asked the kids in the 

junior school playground. My mum and dad did, I replied. So 

who made them? asked the kids. Their mum and dad. And so on. 

Eventually I asked to be taken out of assembly because of its 

religious content and as a consequence my best friend for a while 

was a Jehovah’s Witness with a similarly rigorous attitude 

towards religious orthodoxy. (The Catholic kids went to assembly 

every day except Friday, when their own priest came in to give 

them a special extra bit.) My friend and I were often left to play 

unsupervised in our classroom, and we invented games of 

jumping over desks and chairs. One time I fell and banged my 

head and had to go to hospital with suspected concussion. 
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Legalise Cannabis Campaign badge 

Cannabis has been illegal in the United Kingdom since 1928, 

regulated by legislation such as the Misuse of Drugs Act, 1971. 

Since the 1960s, there has been political opposition to the 

regulation of cannabis on the grounds of personal freedom, but it 

is unlikely that this badge was produced or sold by an official 

pro-cannabis organisation rather than as a style statement or 

symbol. The colours on the badge: green, yellow and red, are 

associated with the Rastafarian religion, in which smoking 

marijuana is considered to be an enlightening and spiritual 

activity. Today, organizations such as CLEAR, formerly the 

Legalise Cannabis Alliance, and the Transform Drug Policy 

Foundation support cannabis law reform in the UK. 

 

 Too much weed 

The first time was in Northwood: it had taken me three hours to 

get to the party thanks to engineering work on the tube, and when 

I arrived I grabbed a big bottle of red wine and rapidly skinned 

up. Three hours after that I was writhing with paranoia: every 

conversational tic grabbed at my flesh, and I fled. The second 

time was in Wolverhampton, hovering nervously in the corridor 

outside the toilets in a low-rise housing estate pub while my 

friend bought hash inside. You like a smoke, he said, and I 

nodded. I didn’t want to be there. I lost a My Bloody Valentine t-

shirt that night. The third time had to be in Amsterdam: after 

visiting a Christian friend we left to buy hydroponic weed in a 

tiny plastic bag from a grinning Dutchman at what might have 

been the least relaxed smoker’s bar in the city, playing loud dance 

music. On the way back to the hostel I couldn’t keep track of the 

canal crossings, which bridges to take. I was ashamed that I’d 

become so stupid. We talked and talked, but my mind was 

elsewhere. That was enough of that. 
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Situationist slogan badge 

The slogan on this badge is a misspelled adaptation of a quotation 

by Ivan Chtcheglov, a member of the Situationist International, a 

radical French grouping of artists and theoreticians active 

between the late 1950s and early 1970s. The slogan comes from 

an essay entitled ‘Formulary for a New Urbanism’ which sets out 

some of the utopian ideas about the city with which the 

Situationists are most commonly associated, including the derive, 

or ‘drift’, a practice of disassociation in a familiar environment 

carried out through walking. Today, many of the Situationists’ 

ideas about the urban environment have become popularized 

through the idea of ‘psychogeography’, an explicitly political and 

psychological approach to the built environment. 

 

 A new cathedral 

The ICA held a retrospective exhibition of Situationist art. 

Outside, a motley crew of demonstrators were handing out 

leaflets, protesting at the exhibition. The legacy of the Situationist 

International (never ‘Situationism’: a cardinal point is that the SI 

were not an artistic or political movement in that way that others 

were) belonged to the streets, they claimed, and not in an art 

gallery. The word ‘recuperation’ figured large. I was familiar 

with both art galleries and demonstration, but the idea of a 

demonstration against an art gallery was still rather mind-

boggling: a small introduction to the politics of the avant-garde. 

In the bookshop, I bought a postcard. It said: ‘The point is not to 

put poetry at the disposal of the revolution but to put the 

revolution at the disposal of poetry’. I put it in a clip frame, and it 

still hangs on my kitchen wall. 
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Make Enfield Nuclear Free badge 

Opposition to nuclear technology has not always been to weapons 

alone, but also to the proliferation of nuclear power, originally 

allied with production of weapons, but now in widespread use for 

the generation of civilian electricity. As well as national and 

international campaigns, there has also been a focus on local 

authorities declaring themselves ‘nuclear-free’ and using their 

statutory powers to prevent the siting of nuclear facilities or the 

transportation of nuclear material in their municipalities. The 

Nuclear Free Local Authorities organisation coordinates 

information and provides membership services to the fifty or so 

local authorities in the UK who maintain ‘nuclear free’ status. 

Since legislation in 1987 the entire country of New Zealand has 

been nuclear-free. 

 

 Bomb the suburbs 

It wasn’t all about the big demonstrations, the mass marches 

through London: a lot of it was local work, knocking on 

members’ doors and delivering their newsletter (said members 

often a little bemused to find a twelve-year old boy doing the 

delivering); petition stands on Saturdays in the town centre. One 

year we did the Enfield Town Fair, setting up a stall amid the 

motley assortment of second-rate fairground rides and charity 

tombola outfits. We distributed leaflets, sold badges and 

newsletters and displayed a map of Enfield that illustrated the 

likely effects (from total destruction to lingering death by 

radiation poisoning) of a mere Hiroshima-sized bomb dropped on 

the local Royal Small Arms factory. Nobody ever did drop a 

bomb on Enfield; today you can calculate that kind of thing at the 

touch of a button on Google Maps. 
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Bill & Ben against the bobalob badge 

Bill and Ben the flowerpot men were children’s television 

characters, first introduced in the early 1950s as part of a series 

titled ‘Watch with Mother’. Accompanied by a flowering weed, 

the two puppets spoke in an idiosyncratically mangled but 

identifiable version of English in which words frequently ended 

with ‘lob’ or ‘bob’. The slogan ‘Bill & Ben against the bobalob’ 

mocks the 1980s political predeliction for anti-nuclear sub-

movements such as ‘babies against the bomb’ and ‘cats against 

the bomb’. At the same time, its use of the flowerpot men evinces 

a kind of nostalgia for the innocence of 1950s childhood 

television programmes as well as reading protest politics back 

into a context from which they were originally absent. 

 

 Bobalob 

When I arrived at University I was among middle class people as 

I never had been before. From being a sore thumb at my North 

London comprehensive by way of accent and French summer 

holidays, I fell to the lower reaches of the merely-educated 

among those who had had private education and owned their own 

cars with bootfuls of South African wine. I loved it: the absence 

of aggro in a la-la land of general privilege, made many friends 

whose public schooling I cared little about. Even politics was 

cause for a stoned laugh, a joke about kids’ television shows, a 

shared nostalgic chuckle. It’s only in recent years that the slow-

grinding rancour of the lower middle class has returned to me. As 

a University education recedes in time and in value, resentment at 

those whose effortless sense of superiority carries them forward 

has reasserted itself. 
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Anti-Margaret Thatcher badge 

Margaret Thatcher, popularly known as ‘Maggie’ was the first 

female Prime Minister of the UK, holding office between 1979 

and 1990. Her Conservative Party won power from the Labour 

Party in the 1979 general election, after a ‘winter of discontent’ 

involving industrial unrest and power cuts. The Conservative 

election campaign concentrated on Labour’s failure to manage 

unemployment, with Saatchi & Saatchi’s notorious ‘Britain isn’t 

working’ poster of a job centre queue. The set of economic and 

social policies that came to be known as Thatcherism, including 

the restructuring of the industrial economy and the regulation of 

trade unions, were presented as responses to a country in crisis. 

This badge, through sarcasm, acknowledges that by many 

Thatcher and Thatcherism were  seen as a ‘solution’ to Britain’s 

problems. 

 

 Maggie 

We would surround ourselves with representations of the enemy. 

Sometimes as cruel caricatures, sometimes worn as rubber masks 

on demonstrations, sometimes as a blank reminder of who we 

hated. And just a Christmas or two ago, someone bought me a 

Maggie Thatcher nutcracker. It’s a small plastic figure which 

stands legs apart, hands clasped in front, with the cracker itself 

between the legs. The misogynistic implications are clear enough, 

but more curious still is our desire to surround ourselves with her 

image nearly two decades after she lost power. There are rumours 

still of a party in Trafalgar Square when she dies. 
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Cheap Fares campaign badge 

In 1981, the Labour Party won control of the Greater London 

Council, the overall administrative body for London. Under the 

leadership of left-winger Ken Livingstone, the GLC implemented 

a raft of progressive policies including the ‘Fare’s Fare’ campaign 

which used public subsidy from domestic rates to reduce fares on 

London Transport tubes and buses by 25%. Conservative-

controlled Bromley Council challenged the policy in the courts 

and it was ruled that the GLC did not have the power to grant 

money to London Transport other than to cover losses. The GLC 

was subsequently abolished by the Conservative Government in 

1985. A municipal authority with fewer powers was returned to 

London in 2000 in the form of the Greater London Authority; its 

first directly-elected mayor was Ken Livingstone, who in 2011 is 

campaigning once again for re-election on a platform of cheaper 

public transport fares. ‘Can’t Pay, Won’t Pay’ suggests a 

campaign of civil disobedience and refusal to pay the raised fare. 

The phrase is associated with the play of the same name by Italian 

playwright Dario Fo, about the ‘self-reduction’ movement, in 

which shoppers refused to pay supermarkets more than they could 

afford for basic goods. 

 

 On the buses 

Some of the time we walked to school, exploring the parks and 

suburbs in between Edmonton and Enfield; some of the time we 

caught the bus. There were different routes, direct and the 

indirect: the 231 or the 217 straight up the Cambridge Road, four 

long stops, boring; the 191 that went all round the houses and 

backstreets then up the Southbury Road. I had a competition 

going with a couple of other kids about who could get the earliest 

bus, catching one earlier each day until we were arriving at school 

a good hour or two before registration. Eventually the school 

called my parents and told them to keep me at home a bit longer. 
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Rock Against Racism badge 

Rock Against Racism was formed in 1976 in response to reports 

of right-wing statements by prominent rock musicians Eric 

Clapton and David Bowie. RAR and its sister organisation, the 

Anti-Nazi League found a following at a time of increasing 

nationalist, right-wing and fascist activism and the electoral 

success of the National Front in the 1970s. RAR sought to 

mobilize opposition to racism through the appeal of music, 

particularly punk and reggae. More than 80,000 people attended 

the RAR Carnival in east London’s Victoria Park in April 1978 to 

hear bands including the Clash and Steel Pulse. With the ebbing 

of organised fascism in the UK, RAR was wound down; but its 

successor organisation, Love Music Hate Racism is still active. 

 

 The new groups are not concerned…. 

Musical revolutions come in ten-year revolutionary waves, we 

were told. Rock’n’roll in 1956, psychedelia in 1967, punk in 

1977. Each wave transformed the scene, but eventually became 

stale to be pushed aside by the new upstart; a Marxist dialectic of 

musical development. I was too young to have experienced any of 

these waves yet first hand, but keen to hear about them: drinking 

cheap beer on Saturday afternoons in Vince’s bedroom, listening 

to his old punk records and tapes of his band fighting on stage. 

The spirit of rebellion seemed wedded to the politics of rebellion: 

and so I waited for my own musical revolution, wondered what it 

would mean. 1987, 1988 came and went and I couldn’t see it. I 

was waiting for the sound of guitars, but nobody was playing 

them. 
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Anti-Falklands war badge 

The Falklands War began with the Argentinean invasion of the 

British-owned Falkland Islands in April 1982, and ended with 

their recapture two and a half months later by British forces. 904 

soldiers and three civilians died in the conflict. A wave of popular 

patriotism in the war’s wake cemented the Thatcher government’s 

hold on power with a landslide election victory the following 

year. There was some domestic opposition to the war, however: a 

thousand people marched through London against the war, with 

support from anti-nuclear and pacifist movements which were 

strong at the time. ‘The main enemy is at home’ is an anti-

imperialist slogan of Karl Liebknecht, the German socialist 

revolutionary. The implication is that opposition to one’s own 

ruling class is more important than loyalty to the state during 

wartime. 

 

 Argie  

Some kids at my suburban secondary school never stopped 

calling me ‘Argie’. It would have been bad enough to be against 

the war. I took it one step further, proclaiming that it was obvious 

the Falkland Islands belonged to Argentina to anyone who cared 

to locate them on a map. This was a far from popular opinion, and 

I was far from clever enough to hold it discreetly. The war was 

over quickly, but I was branded. Years later, I was selling 

topsliced charity magazines door-to-door when some of the same 

kids stopped me on the street and tried to take them off me. I 

couldn’t tell whether they would have always had it in for me 

anyway, had their patriotic ire been roused or not. 
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Right to work campaign badge 

The Right to Work campaign was established by the International 

Socialists, forerunner of the Socialist workers Party in the mid 

1970s as unemployment rose to over a million. Its aim was to 

organise unemployed workers to demand jobs, and mobilize 

unionised workers in support of the unemployed. Its marches 

carried overtones of the unemployed  Jarrow March of 1936. 

Though the labour movement has frequently organised in defence 

of the right to paid employment, the ‘refusal of work’ as the 

discipline of capitalism has also been a theme on the anarchist 

and autonomist left. Today, as unemployment rises again, a new 

Right to Work campaign is active. 

 

 Out of work 

As soon as the final week of my term ended, I went to sign on. In 

fact, I gave up a temporary job I had in a factory making double 

glazing units so that I could sign on. The Job Centre worker 

assigned to me had to find someone else to process my claim 

because he’d known me at University; he at least had a step on 

the civil service career ladder. It was easier then to avoid paid 

employment, but still we lived in awe of our predecessors who’d 

been able to claim housing benefit during the University holidays. 

To my parents’ disgust I revelled in the refusal of a normal work-

oriented life. Long walks along the seafront, dropping into 

friends’ houses for tea, and every two weeks the walk up and over 

Seven Dials with my UB40 in hand, ready to offer rueful smiles 

about job applications, shuffle rejection letters across the desk 

and accept insincere advice about improving my CV. Sometimes 

I would stop at the top of the hill out of breath and look back over 

across the railway tracks and back across the hill at all of 

Brighton. The ranks and rows of tiny houses shining in the sun 

made me feel happy to be alive. 
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Anti-Gillick campaign badge 

Catholic campaigner Victoria Gillick took a case to the high court 

in 1983 aiming to stop doctors from being able to prescribe 

contraception to under-16s without their parents’ knowledge or 

consent. She lost the case at the High Court in 1983; the Appeal 

Court overturned that verdict in 1984, but the right of doctors to 

prescribe contraception to under-16s was finally confirmed by the 

Law Lords in 1985. ‘Gillick competence’ is the term used in 

English medical law that describes the ability of a child under 16 

to consent to his or her own medical treatment without additional 

parental permission or knowledge, based on their maturity and 

understanding of the proposed treatment. 

 

 Sex education 

Someone had made a film, distributed it on a VHS cassette, about 

the importance of fighting for the right of adolescents to make 

their own sexual decisions, and have confidential access to 

contraception. It had some rap music in it. They persuaded me to 

take it to school and ask for it to be shown there. I gave it to my 

head of year. We had a meeting and they explained to me quite 

nicely that of course there was no way that they could show this 

in school. There was also a kind of puzzlement in their eyes that it 

was me bringing this in, because I was the last type of kid to be 

sexually precocious myself. 
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Stuff the Jubilee badge 

The Silver Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II took place in 1977 

against a background of rising unemployment and cuts in the 

public sector. As well as official public celebrations of the 

monarch’s 25 years on the throne there were significant protests 

and opposition on the left. An alternative ‘People’s Jubilee’ was 

held at Alexandra Palace in North London, with music provided 

by Shakin’ Stevens and Aswad. The Sex Pistols’ punk anthem 

God Save the Queen was released to coincide with the Jubilee 

celebrations but received no airplay from the BBC or commercial 

radio stations. It is still debated whether the record really reached 

number 1 in the charts on the week of the Queen’s Jubilee itself, 

or no.2 as the BBC claimed. 

 

 Street party  

I didn’t grow up on the kind of street that had street parties often; 

no salt-of-the-earth working class community but rather a dullish 

1920s terraced street of two-storey family homes. They did have 

a street party for the Queen’s Silver Jubilee, though. Someone 

came door to door each week, collecting subs for our 

participation against the day itself and though anti-monarchism 

was the rule in our house, we were allowed to join in. It was a 

fancy dress affair: I went as a pirate, but didn’t win any prizes. I 

remember trestle tables, cakes made with white flour, red and 

blue bunting and a vague sense of unease trying to keep it a secret 

that at the age of six I was a republican.  
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CND badge, 1960s 

The CND symbol, now known universally as a ‘peace symbol’ 

was designed by Gerald Holtom in 1958, the year in which the 

Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament was launched by Bertrand 

Russell and other British intellectuals. Its shape is based on the 

semaphore signals for the letters N and D (for Nuclear 

Disarmament). The design of the logo was never copyrighted, 

leading to its widespread reuse and adoption. CND became a 

mass movement during the late 1950s and early 1960s, with 

annual mass marches from the UK’s weapons research 

establishment in Aldermaston to London. Support waned later in 

the 1960s, when opposition to the Vietnam War became the focus 

of left-wing organisation.  

 

 The beaten generation 

At first I was disappointed that my parents, having been political 

radicals in the 1960s, were so straight in all other respects. When 

I discovered Pink Floyd, I asked my dad if he’d ever been to the 

Roundhouse, and of course he had, but only to speak at a 

conference about the ‘Dialectics of liberation’. Imagine, when he 

could have seen Syd Barrett! The bigger disappointment, I later 

realised, was to have been born after the moment of greatest hope 

for the revolution had already passed. Some members of the 1968 

generation would have you believe that everything you do is a 

dull echo of their own moment: your politics are inevitably a 

weak imitation of theirs, your culture a feeble simulacrum, your 

protests small and less inspired. The plank in their eye is the 

obvious intimation that had they succeeded in changing the 

world, it would no longer still be necessary for us to try. 
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CND badge, 1980s 

After a lull in the 1970s, the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament 

saw a revival in the early 1980s in response to the ramping up of 

the US-Russian arms race, and the siting of US cruise missiles in 

the UK. Membership increased, and several large national 

demonstrations raised the profile of the issue of disarmament. 

Women-only peace camps emerged at the Cruise missile bases, 

most notably at Greenham Common, where a permanent peace 

camp was established for ten years until the removal of the 

missiles in 1991. CND is still campaigning today against the 

renewal of the Trident missile system. 

 

 Waiting for the bomb 

I was quite young when I found out what a nuclear bomb did. I 

would to lie awake at night, fearful for the imminent end of my 

life, my family and everything I knew, constantly reassessing 

what I would do with my last four minutes on earth. My own 

mortality and everyone else's were suddenly part of the same 

terrifying picture. When I was older I used to doodle in my 

notebooks, again and again, a picture of a nuclear explosion. Far 

from elegant or artistic, it looked like a kidney bean on a knife: 

more button mushroom than mushroom cloud. A friend told me 

how he imagined the cloud rising over his native Birmingham 

with a certain exhilaration. It was with this passion that I 

relentlessly drew my explosions: in the fear of extinction there 

was desire. To be against the bomb was to know the bomb; but to 

know the bomb was also to wish for it, just a little. 
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Vietnam Solidarity Campaign badge 

The Vietnam Solidarity Campaign was formed in 1966 in 

opposition to the escalating war between American and 

communist-nationalist forces in the former colony of French 

Indochina. Leading lights of the campaign included Tariq Ali, 

David Horowitz and Pat Jordan. Though British forces were 

never involved in the war, the Campaign accused the Labour 

prime Minister Harold Wilson of complicity with the American 

war effort. In March 1968, a demonstration against the war 

culminated in a violent battle between police and demonstrators 

in Grosvenor Square outside the US embassy. The Rolling 

Stones’ ‘Street Fighting Man’ was reputedly written by Mick 

Jagger as a result of his participation in this demonstration. 

 

 Solidarity 

A colleague was presenting a screening of protest films at the 

Ritzy in Brixton, as part of the Human Rights Film Festival. A 

film from 1968 called ‘End of a Tactic’ offered a provocative 

Maoist take on the culture of large anti-Vietnam War 

demonstrations that ended in confrontations with the police, 

asking why they failed to maintain their momentum. 

Emboldened, I raised my hand to speak in the Q&A after the 

screening to challenge other films celebrating the anti-Iraq war 

movement. We all felt good about marching, I said, but those 

demos didn’t stop one bullet being fired, they didn’t stop one 

bomb falling on Iraq. I didn’t realise until another speaker rose to 

contradict and condemn me and received a hearty round of 

applause, how unpopular I’d made myself. 
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DC Comics Watchmen badge 

Watchmen was a limited-edition comic book by Alan Moore and 

Dave Gibbons published in twelve installments 1986-7 by DC 

Comics, and subsequently republished in total as a graphic novel. 

A feature film of the story, disowned by Moore, was released in 

2009. The bloodstained smiley face appears in a number of guises 

in the comic, most notably as part of the costume of right-wing 

superhero The Comedian, whose murder opens the narrative; the 

splash of blood can also be read as a reference to the Doomsday 

Clock, indicating humanity’s imminent extinction. The smiley 

face also became a symbol of early rave culture in the UK, 

associated with the acid house scene through Bomb the Bass’s 

use of an adapted version of the Watchmen smiley on the cover of 

their 1988 single Beat Dis, and Danny Rampling’s Shoom club 

which used an unadorned smiley face. 

 

 A lost night 

The night that everyone else took their first E, I stayed in the 

student occupation. I had my ticket to see the Prodigy, I had my 

pill, but I gave both away to man the doors all night on the 

student union building we had occupied. It wasn’t just missing 

something: it was missing the start of something. Musical tastes 

changed, drug tastes changed, and relationships shifted. The rest 

of the year was haunted by you-had-to-be-there. I never really 

learned to love dance music the way they did, I never really 

learned to love ecstasy the way they did. But I couldn’t go back to 

listening to guitar music either. 
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Dobbshead badge 

The Church of the Subgenius is a cult religious organisation that 

parodies many aspects of American Christian revivalism and 

cults. Early organizers and contributors to the original Book of 

the Subgenius include cult leader the Reverend Ivan Stang, comic 

artist Paul Mavrides, and musician Mark Mothersbaugh. 

According to the church’s own legend, its founder J. R. "Bob" 

Dobbs was visited by the deity JHVH-1 in 1953 and inspired to 

found the religion, whose principal tenets are the pursuit of 

‘slack’, belief in Subgenii descent from Yeti, and the annual 

anticipation of the end of the world on ‘X-day’, the fifth of July. 

Images of Dobbs’ face, a ‘found image’ of a pipe-smoking all-

American salesman are known as ‘Dobbsheads’ and were used as 

the logo of the Free Party, which contested parliamentary 

elections in Brighton and Hove in 1997 and 2001. 

 

 Being the culture  

When I was young, we went to Brighton for the day and I saw a 

sticker attached to a pedestrian crossing instructing passers-by to 

push it as often as possible to cause annoyance to the drivers of 

‘stupid tin boxes’. Who does that sort of thing, I asked my 

parents. People who don’t leave Brighton after they go to 

university, they replied. It was that sort of town then, and it was 

still that sort of town more than ten years later when I finished 

university with no greater ambition than writing bad poetry and 

making small pointless graphic provocations. There was a lot of it 

about; fanzines and pre-internet mail-art culture abounded; I went 

to small press fairs with my chapbooks, wrote zine reviews and 

attended photocopier art workshops. It felt like being the culture, 

not consuming it. 
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Anti-poll tax badge 

The Community Charge, known as the Poll Tax, was system of 

personal taxation for local government in the UK that replaced 

the local authority rates system in 1990 and was replaced by the 

Council Tax in 1993. Its brief tenure was due to its overwhelming 

unpopularity: it replaced a house value-based tax with a flat rate 

charge regardless of income. Opposition was widespread and 

took the form of direct resistance, including non-payment 

campaigns, centred on local ‘anti-poll tax unions’. 

Demonstrations against the tax culminated on 31 March 1990 (the 

eve of the tax’s introduction in England)  in a march of a quarter 

of a million people to Trafalgar Square which ended in violent 

clashes with the police.  

 

 Riot! 

We were at the head of the march leaving Kennington Park, and 

so we got the best of it. Before the thousands of demonstrators 

clogged up Northumberland Avenue and overspilled Trafalgar 

Square we were sitting down in Whitehall outside Downing 

Street as the flagpoles were bent and broken and missiles started 

to fly over police lines. But that was just the beginning. Later, we 

scrambled over a wall to escape a police charge. But I had to 

leave before the real rioting started, when the West End saw the 

worst of it. After the Sunday morning front pages, we reveled in 

it. There were videotapes, news footage edited together over pop 

music: ‘I’ve got the Power’; scaffolding poles going through 

police cars. A friend of mine had been arrested and we went to 

court to offer evidence on his behalf. I wore a suit and took the 

braids out of my hair, but never even appeared: the police case 

was so shoddy the judge threw it out on the spot. 

 



Danny Birchall ‘Badge Archive’ Page 28 of 29 

 

 

Socialist Workers Party member’s badge 

The Socialist Workers Party is possibly the longest-lived 

exponent of the Trotskyist left in Britain. It emerged from a split 

in the British Trotskyist movement in the late 1940s: those who 

argued that Russia and other countries of ‘communist’ Europe 

should more properly be described as ‘state capitalist’ formed the 

Socialist Review Group, led by Palestine-born Tony Cliff. It 

became the International Socialists in 1962 and then the Socialist 

Workers Party in 1977. While maintaining that all struggles are 

linked through working class and anti-imperialist struggle, the 

SWP has been prominently involved in ‘single-issue’ campaigns 

since the 1970s including the Anti-Nazi league, formed to oppose 

the rise of the far right in the 1970s; the anti-poll tax movement, 

and opposition to wars in the Falklands, Iraq and Afghanistan. 

 

 Leaving the Party 

There wasn’t really a moment when I left, or even decided to 

leave. I just stopped turning up for paper sales and meetings. 

There was no 1956, 1968 or 1989 moment when I realised the 

politics no longer fit. A lot of the politics still make sense to me 

and I still bristle a little when the trots come under attack; a sense 

of loyalty hasn’t quite ever left me. But I couldn’t be bothered 

shouting slogans any more, I didn’t want to run for a position in 

the students’ union that I’d never win, I’d had enough of having 

my mind made up for me every week when Thursday’s paper 

came out. Perhaps I didn’t want to hang out with any of the 

people any more; there’s a certain humourlessness that 

accompanies serious political commitment. Still, I was 

disappointed to find out that many of my comrades weren’t also 

my friends. I knew I must have left for good when my former 

comrades started trying to recruit me again. 

 



Danny Birchall ‘Badge Archive’ Page 29 of 29 

 

 

Lenin badge 

Vladimir Ilyich Lenin was born in 1870, led the October 

Revolution in Russia in 1917, and died in 1924. Not only the 

leader of the revolution in Russia, his influence as a Marxist 

theoretician persists to this day, with many contemporary 

Western leftists acknowledging his influence. His ideas on anti-

imperialism also remain influential in an era of American foreign 

wars. Images and statues of Lenin were widespread and common 

Eastern European states during the Communist era. Most were 

effaced or destroyed after 1989. In Hungary, statues of Lenin, 

alongside other figures of the revolution were removed from 

public space and re-erected as a tourist attraction at the Memento 

Park in suburban Budapest. 

 

 A spectre 

Touring the Balkans and Eastern Europe in the early 2000s, we 

became used to the mass hawking of pre-1989 memorabilia. Flea 

markets were full of it: badges, emblems and books of trade union 

stamps diligently collected by old men and then discarded when 

the big change came. Backpackers like us would sift through it, 

collecting a pin or party badge here to remind us of a fantasy of 

actually existing communism. Sometimes the memorabilia 

seemed so plentiful that we wondered about its authenticity; 

whether the new capitalism also manufactured the old 

communism. In Sofia, we encountered a street market where they 

sold communist but also Nazi memorabilia: new metal tins with 

swastikas attached: fakes beyond the obvious. Why? Perhaps they 

reasoned that tourists liked to collect memoirs of totalitarianism; 

the flavour of ideology was merely there to suit all tastes. 

 

 


