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            FOREWORD

            THE RT HON. THERESA MAY MP,

PRIME MINISTER

         

         This year, in which we mark the centenary of the first women winning the right to cast their vote in the United Kingdom, has been an important opportunity to pay tribute to all those who drove progress towards that important milestone, to celebrate those who led the march for further advances in the century since, and to take stock of the work that still remains to be done.

         A century ago women were forbidden the franchise, could not sit on a jury and could not be admitted into the professions. Today, the United Kingdom’s most senior judge is a woman. The Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police is a woman. Women are at the helm of the National Crime Agency and the London Fire Brigade. The current Chief Medical Officer is a woman. The Confederation of British Industry, the National Farmers’ Union and the Trades Union Congress are all headed by women. At Holyrood, a female First Minister debates against a female opposition leader. In the National Assembly for Wales, a woman leads the third party and another is Presiding Officer. The two largest parties in Northern Ireland are led by women. And at Westminster, where suffragettes chained themselves to statues and one among their number hid in a broom cupboard on census night, the leaders of the House of Commons and the House of Lords are women. Black Rod, whose early predecessor ejected suffragettes from the palace precincts, is also a woman.

         So, in this year of commemoration and celebration, I am delighted that Iain Dale and Jacqui Smith – our first female Home Secretary – have compiled this fascinating collective biography of the 491 women who have been elected as Members of Parliament. To read their stories and achievements is by turns humbling, inspiring and uplifting – showing how the efforts of those first women to enter the House of Commons have each made it that little bit easier for those who have followed. I am sure that all of us who have had the privilege of serving in Parliament have been conscious of the extra responsibility we have to encourage other women to take their full and rightful place in our democracy.

         That was one of the things that inspired me to set up Women2Win with Anne (now Baroness) Jenkin. I was first elected to Parliament in 1997. The general election of that year marked a watershed in female representation, bringing seventy-one new women into the House of Commons and doubling the number of female MPs. It is no accident that this book’s two volumes hinge around that date – a great testament to the work of passionate advocates such as Harriet Harman, now the Mother of the House of Commons. But my own party’s poor result meant that I was one of just thirteen female Conservative MPs. Indeed, I told the story in my maiden speech of how a Labour MP rushed up to me in the Members’ Lobby during my first days in Westminster and encouraged me to put my name on the list for the ballot for Private Members’ Bills. I was a little surprised at this generous display of nonpartisanship – but not as surprised as he was when he realised that he had mistaken me for one of the ladies on the Labour benches.

         So I am very proud of the role that Women2Win has played in bringing talented Conservative women into Parliament – doubling the number of female Conservative MPs in its first decade, and making sure the Conservative Party fielded its highest-ever proportion of female candidates at the last election – though there is still much further to go.

         Until December 2016, the number of women ever elected was still smaller than the number of men currently in Parliament. I am delighted that we have now broken that barrier with the elections of Caroline Johnson, who equalled that number, and Trudy Harrison, who surpassed it for the first time.

         Last year’s general election saw 208 women elected – a record high, and the highest proportion of women elected in any UK election so far. I am proud to serve as the UK’s second female Prime Minister in a Parliament with more female MPs than ever before. But I want that number to continue to climb – so that marking future anniversaries of women’s suffrage with a book like this is soon too daunting a task for even the most intrepid of historians.

          

         Prime Minister Theresa May

10 Downing Street, July 2018

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE

            IAIN DALE

         

         It is incredible to think that in the century since women were first allowed to stand for Parliament, only 491 have been elected. Given that there are 650 MPs in the House of Commons at any one time – that is an astounding statistic. I suspect that there have been more than 491 MPs called David or John over the last 100 years.

         Jacqui Smith and I had the idea for this book in 2016, and have spent the last two years commissioning 168 essays on the women elected to the House of Commons between 1918 and 1996. Volume II, which will be published in the autumn of 2019, will contain biographies of the 323 women elected since 1997.

         We decided to commission only women to write the biographies. I am the token male in the production of the book! Its editor and publicist at Biteback are also both women.

         Jacqui and I would like to thank the 120 women who have contributed the essays to this book. Most have written a single entry, but I’d especially like to thank Oonagh Gay, Mary Honeyball, Julia Langdon, Linda McDougall, Sarah MacKinlay and Elizabeth Vallance for their efforts in writing several entries each.

         We would also like to thank Bernadette Marron at Biteback for tackling the herculean task of putting the book together and editing it so well. Having said that I am the token male involved in bringing this book to press, I do have a fellow traveller: Namkwan Cho has done a fantastic job in designing the cover and typesetting the text.

         Naturally, every contributor has a different writing style, and we make no apology for that, and we hope you enjoy the variety. Some of our authors know or knew their subjects and were encouraged to include personal reminiscences and judgements. We didn’t want this to be an academic exercise, we hoped to bring some of these remarkable characters to life. As we went through the proofing process, it was clear that we have uncovered some absolute gems – women whose achievements have been hidden for decades. Who knew that Patricia Ford, an Ulster Unionist MP for two years in the 1950s, had a stepson who was to become a minister in the Blair government, and whose son-in-law went on to be a Tory MP. Not only that, but that Tory MP had a son called Bear – Bear Grylls. Well done to Sarah MacKinlay for unearthing that particular nugget. And there are plenty more.

         At the time of writing, we are busy commissioning essays for Volume II. So far we have found authors for around half of the 323 MP profiles. Should this volume inspire you to want to contribute to the next one, please contact me via email at iain@iaindale.com.

         Given the length of the book and the subject matter, it is inevitable that there will be a few errors. We take full responsibility for mistakes and hope you will point them out to us so they can be corrected in any reprint. If you spot anything please email me.

         We very much hope you enjoy the book.

          

         Iain Dale

Tunbridge Wells, August 2018

      

   


   
      
         

            PREFACE

            JACQUI SMITH

         

         The day of 8 December 2016 was a momentous one for women’s representation in the House of Commons. Nearly 100 years after the first woman was elected to Parliament, Dr Caroline Johnson’s victory in the Sleaford and North Hykeham by-election meant that she became the 455th woman elected to the House of Commons. On that same day, there were 455 male MPs sitting in the House. It had taken ninety-eight years for the number of women who had ever been elected to equal that of the number of men sitting in the Commons on a single day.

         At the time of my first successful election in 1997, 120 women were elected to Parliament. The fact that Labour had more than 100 women MPs for the first time was celebrated with the famous Blair’s Babes photo. The reality, however, was that women still constituted just 18 per cent of all MPs. This was still some progress.

         So, why has progress in women’s parliamentary representation been so slow in the House of Commons? And what factors led to the quickening of progress in recent years?

         The first woman elected to Parliament was Constance Markievicz, who was a Sinn Féin candidate for Dublin St Patrick’s. At the time of the election, Markievicz was in Holloway Prison and, like other Sinn Féin representatives, refused to take up her seat in the Commons. This was a mere three weeks after the passing of the Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act 1918 on 21 November 1918. Seventeen women stood in that 1918 election, including suffragette Christabel Pankhurst, who contested Smethwick and polled over 8,000 votes.

         The first woman MP to actually take up her seat was Nancy Astor in December 1919. Like several of the women featured in this book, she had a close family link to her Plymouth Sutton constituency, effectively inheriting the seat when her husband had to give it up to succeed his father’s peerage.

         In 1921, Liberal Margaret Wintringham became the second sitting female MP when she was elected in a by-election in Louth. The first female Labour MPs were elected in the 1923 general election with one of them, Margaret Bondfield, going on to become the first female Cabinet minister and a member of the Privy Council in 1929 when she became Minister of Labour. 

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Election
            
                        
                        	Conservative
            
                        
                        	Labour
            
                        
                        	Liberal/Lib

                Dem
            
                        
                        	SNP
            
                        
                        	Others
            
                        
                        	Total
            
                        
                        	% of total

                MPs elected


                     
            
                        
                        	1918
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0.1


                     
            
                        
                        	1922
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	0.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1923
            
                        
                        	3
            
                        
                        	3
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	8
            
                        
                        	1.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1924
            
                        
                        	3
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	0.7


                     
            
                        
                        	1929
            
                        
                        	3
            
                        
                        	9
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	14
            
                        
                        	2.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1931
            
                        
                        	13
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	15
            
                        
                        	2.4


                     
            
                        
                        	1935
            
                        
                        	6
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	9
            
                        
                        	1.5


                     
            
                        
                        	1945
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	21
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	24
            
                        
                        	3.8


                     
            
                        
                        	1950
            
                        
                        	6
            
                        
                        	14
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	21
            
                        
                        	3.4


                     
            
                        
                        	1951
            
                        
                        	6
            
                        
                        	11
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	17
            
                        
                        	2.7


                     
            
                        
                        	1955
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	14
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	24
            
                        
                        	3.8


                     
            
                        
                        	1959
            
                        
                        	12
            
                        
                        	13
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	25
            
                        
                        	4


                     
            
                        
                        	1964
            
                        
                        	11
            
                        
                        	18
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	29
            
                        
                        	4.6


                     
            
                        
                        	1966
            
                        
                        	7
            
                        
                        	19
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	27
            
                        
                        	4.1


                     
            
                        
                        	1970
            
                        
                        	15
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	25
            
                        
                        	4.1


                     
            
                        
                        	1974 Feb
            
                        
                        	9
            
                        
                        	13
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	23
            
                        
                        	3.6


                     
            
                        
                        	1974 Oct
            
                        
                        	7
            
                        
                        	18
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	27
            
                        
                        	4.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1979
            
                        
                        	8
            
                        
                        	11
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	19
            
                        
                        	3


                     
            
                        
                        	1983
            
                        
                        	13
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	23
            
                        
                        	3.5


                     
            
                        
                        	1987
            
                        
                        	17
            
                        
                        	21
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	41
            
                        
                        	6.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1992
            
                        
                        	20
            
                        
                        	37
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	60
            
                        
                        	9.2


                     
            
                        
                        	1997
            
                        
                        	13
            
                        
                        	101
            
                        
                        	3
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	120
            
                        
                        	18.2


                     
            
                        
                        	2001
            
                        
                        	14
            
                        
                        	95
            
                        
                        	5
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	118
            
                        
                        	17.9


                     
            
                        
                        	2005
            
                        
                        	17
            
                        
                        	98
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	3
            
                        
                        	128
            
                        
                        	19.8


                     
            
                        
                        	2010
            
                        
                        	49
            
                        
                        	81
            
                        
                        	7
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	5
            
                        
                        	143
            
                        
                        	22


                     
            
                        
                        	2015
            
                        
                        	68
            
                        
                        	99
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	20
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	188
            
                        
                        	29


                     
            
                        
                        	2017
            
                        
                        	67
            
                        
                        	119
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	12
            
                        
                        	7
            
                        
                        	208
            
                        
                        	32


                  
               

               This table shows the number of women MPs elected across all parties since 1918.

            

         

         Just as the end of the First World War brought major reform to women’s parliamentary representation, so the 1945 election, at the end of the Second World War, saw a significant jump in the number of women elected. The high point for Conservative women MPs up until then had been the thirteen elected in 1931. In 1945, Labour welcomed a new generation of women MPs with twenty-one elected, including those who would make major contributions in government and the Labour movement – women such as Alice Bacon, Barbara Castle and Bessie Braddock.

         In 1948, Florence Paton became the first woman nominated to the Chairman’s Panel and thus able to preside over committees. In this capacity, she was the first woman to serve as chair in the Chamber of the House of Commons in a committee session of the whole House. However, as it was a committee session, she sat at the Table rather than in the Speaker’s Chair. It was not until after 1970, when Betty Harvie Anderson became Deputy Speaker, that a woman presided over the Chamber. In 1992, the redoubtable Betty Boothroyd became the first female Speaker of the House of Commons.

         The Whips’ Office is often seen as an aggressively male operation, but the job of a whip involves persuasion, pastoral support and ‘encouragement’ to vote in the right direction – things that women are more than capable of. Harriet Slater became the first female whip in 1964 and Ann Taylor was made the first female Chief Whip in 1998, having served during the turbulent days of tiny and non-existent majorities during the 1970s.

         In 1975, Margaret Thatcher took over the leadership of the Conservative Party and became the UK’s first female Prime Minister in 1979.

         Despite these notable steps, it is remarkable how little progress was made in increasing women’s representation in Parliament during the first seventy years after women won the right to stand for election. They remained in a tiny minority. It was not until 1987 that the proportion of female MPs rose above 5 per cent – one in twenty. The women in this volume of The Honourable Ladies are the pioneers of women’s representation. They had to endure the isolation, inadequate facilities and discrimination of a Parliament dominated by men. How they overcame these challenges is a fascinating theme throughout the following profiles.

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	Election
            
                        
                        	Conservative
            
                        
                        	Labour
            
                        
                        	Liberal/Lib

                Dems
            
                        
                        	SNP
            
                        
                        	Others
            
                        
                        	Total
            
                        
                        	% of total

                parliamentary

                candidates


                     
            
                        
                        	1918
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	8
            
                        
                        	17
            
                        
                        	1


                     
            
                        
                        	1922
            
                        
                        	5
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	16
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	33
            
                        
                        	2.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1923
            
                        
                        	7
            
                        
                        	14
            
                        
                        	12
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	34
            
                        
                        	2.4


                     
            
                        
                        	1924
            
                        
                        	12
            
                        
                        	22
            
                        
                        	6
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	41
            
                        
                        	2.9


                     
            
                        
                        	1929
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	30
            
                        
                        	25
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	69
            
                        
                        	4 



                     
            
                        
                        	1931
            
                        
                        	16
            
                        
                        	36
            
                        
                        	5
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	62
            
                        
                        	4.8


                     
            
                        
                        	1935
            
                        
                        	19
            
                        
                        	33
            
                        
                        	11
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	4
            
                        
                        	67
            
                        
                        	5


                     
            
                        
                        	1945
            
                        
                        	14
            
                        
                        	41
            
                        
                        	20
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	12
            
                        
                        	87
            
                        
                        	5.2


                     
            
                        
                        	1950
            
                        
                        	29
            
                        
                        	42
            
                        
                        	45
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	118
            
                        
                        	6.8


                     
            
                        
                        	1951
            
                        
                        	25
            
                        
                        	41
            
                        
                        	11
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	78
            
                        
                        	5.6


                     
            
                        
                        	1955
            
                        
                        	33
            
                        
                        	43
            
                        
                        	14
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	2
            
                        
                        	92
            
                        
                        	6.5


                     
            
                        
                        	1959
            
                        
                        	28
            
                        
                        	36
            
                        
                        	16
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	1
            
                        
                        	81
            
                        
                        	5.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1964
            
                        
                        	24
            
                        
                        	33
            
                        
                        	24
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	9
            
                        
                        	90
            
                        
                        	5.1


                     
            
                        
                        	1966
            
                        
                        	21
            
                        
                        	30
            
                        
                        	20
            
                        
                        	0
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	81
            
                        
                        	4.7


                     
            
                        
                        	1970
            
                        
                        	26
            
                        
                        	29
            
                        
                        	23
            
                        
                        	10
            
                        
                        	11
            
                        
                        	99
            
                        
                        	5.4


                     
            
                        
                        	1974 Feb
            
                        
                        	33
            
                        
                        	40
            
                        
                        	40
            
                        
                        	8
            
                        
                        	22
            
                        
                        	143
            
                        
                        	6.7


                     
            
                        
                        	1974 Oct
            
                        
                        	30
            
                        
                        	50
            
                        
                        	49
            
                        
                        	8
            
                        
                        	24
            
                        
                        	161
            
                        
                        	7.1


                     
            
                        
                        	1979
            
                        
                        	31
            
                        
                        	52
            
                        
                        	52
            
                        
                        	6
            
                        
                        	64
            
                        
                        	205
            
                        
                        	8.4


                     
            
                        
                        	1983
            
                        
                        	40
            
                        
                        	78
            
                        
                        	75
            
                        
                        	9
            
                        
                        	78
            
                        
                        	280
            
                        
                        	10.9


                     
            
                        
                        	1987
            
                        
                        	46
            
                        
                        	92
            
                        
                        	106
            
                        
                        	6
            
                        
                        	79
            
                        
                        	329
            
                        
                        	14.2


                     
            
                        
                        	1992
            
                        
                        	63
            
                        
                        	138
            
                        
                        	143
            
                        
                        	15
            
                        
                        	214
            
                        
                        	573
            
                        
                        	19.3


                     
            
                        
                        	1997
            
                        
                        	69
            
                        
                        	157
            
                        
                        	140
            
                        
                        	15
            
                        
                        	291
            
                        
                        	672
            
                        
                        	18


                     
            
                        
                        	2001
            
                        
                        	92
            
                        
                        	149
            
                        
                        	139
            
                        
                        	16
            
                        
                        	240
            
                        
                        	636
            
                        
                        	19.2


                     
            
                        
                        	2005
            
                        
                        	122
            
                        
                        	166
            
                        
                        	144
            
                        
                        	13
            
                        
                        	275
            
                        
                        	720
            
                        
                        	20.3


                     
            
                        
                        	2010
            
                        
                        	153
            
                        
                        	191
            
                        
                        	134
            
                        
                        	17
            
                        
                        	379
            
                        
                        	874
            
                        
                        	21.1


                     
            
                        
                        	2015
            
                        
                        	169
            
                        
                        	214
            
                        
                        	166
            
                        
                        	20
            
                        
                        	464
            
                        
                        	1033
            
                        
                        	24.7


                     
            
                        
                        	2017
            
                        
                        	186
            
                        
                        	256
            
                        
                        	191
            
                        
                        	20
            
                        
                        	310
            
                        
                        	973
            
                        
                        	29.4


                  
               

               This table shows the number of women who have stood for election to Parliament in every general election since 1918, the year that women were first permitted to stand.

            

         

         It was not until after the mid-1990s that any real breakthrough in representation happened. For Labour, this came in 1997 when the party implemented a quota policy with all-women shortlists for 50 per cent of their winnable seats. More than 100 Labour women were elected to Parliament and the proportion of female MPs increased from 9.2 per cent at the previous election to 18.2 per cent. Interestingly, the ruling of the all-women shortlists policy as illegal saw a fall in the proportion of women MPs elected in 2001. It was not until 2005, when the government had legislated to allow this type of positive action, that the numbers increased again. Other parties rejected this type of approach, but the Conservatives made considerable progress in 2010 when the number of Conservative women MPs rose from seventeen to forty-nine. A programme of support, and the leadership shown by David Cameron and Theresa May, seems to have been at the heart of the increase.

         While the Conservatives can boast the first sitting woman MP and two female Prime Ministers, Labour easily outstrips them in terms of representation, with 45 per cent of their MPs being women in 2017 against 21 per cent for the Conservatives and 33 per cent and 34 per cent respectively for the Liberal Democrats and SNP. With 32 per cent of all MPs now women, the UK Parliament ranks fortieth in the world league table of women’s representation. With many of our European neighbours ranked above us – as well as countries such as Rwanda, Namibia and Senegal – there is no room for complacency. Single-member, first-past-the-post elections make methods such as equal lists and ‘zipping’, where women and men are alternated on candidate lists, impossible, but surely we can’t be satisfied with our lowly international position. While you will learn about many strong and influential women in this volume, you will also discover that their contributions have often gone unreported, or that credit for their efforts has gone to the men they worked with.

         Women MPs have helped shape all areas of public policy and served their constituents with distinction. And from the very start they were arguing for many of the issues – equal rights and pay, childcare and protection from male violence – that would only be properly addressed when there was a critical mass of women in Parliament and government. Whichever party they belonged to, these MPs were crucial in representing the voices and interests of all women. Those of us who came later should be proud to be standing on their shoulders.

          

         Jacqui Smith

Malvern, August 2018 

      

   


   
      
         

            PARLIAMENTARY FIRSTS FOR WOMEN

         

         This timeline charts a number of ‘firsts’ and significant events over the last century for women in Parliament and political life.

         
            
               
                  
                     
            
                        
                        	1907
            
                        
                        	  
            
                        
                        	Qualification of Women (County and Borough Councils) Act permitting women to become county and borough councillors – many women stood in 1 November elections


                     
            
                        
                        	1908
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Elected mayor in England (Elizabeth Garrett Anderson)


                     
            
                        
                        	1918
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Women were able to stand for Parliament and those over thirty, who met minimum property qualifications, were given the right to vote


                     
            
                        
                        	1918
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	MP elected (Countess Constance Markievicz)


                     
            
                        
                        	1919
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Member of Parliament to take her seat (Nancy Astor)


                     
            
                        
                        	1924
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Minister (Margaret Bondfield)


                     
            
                        
                        	1928
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Vote given to women on the same terms as men


                     
            
                        
                        	1929
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Cabinet minister and privy counsellor (Margaret Bondfield)


                     
            
                        
                        	1948
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Chair of Committee of Whole House (Florence Paton)


                     
            
                        
                        	1958
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Life Peerages Act, which allowed the first women life peers to take their seats (Lady Reading and Baroness Wootton)


                     
            
                        
                        	1964
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Parliamentary whip (Commons) (Harriet Slater)


                     
            
                        
                        	1965
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Parliamentary whip (Lords) (Baroness Phillips)


                     
            
                        
                        	1967
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Deputy Speaker (Lords) (Baroness Wootton) 



                     
            
                        
                        	1970
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Deputy Speaker (Commons) (Betty Harvie Anderson)


                     
            
                        
                        	1975
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leader of the Opposition (Margaret Thatcher)


                     
            
                        
                        	1979
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Prime Minister (Margaret Thatcher)


                     
            
                        
                        	1981
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leader of the House of Lords (Baroness Young)


                     
            
                        
                        	1992
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Speaker of the House of Commons (Betty Boothroyd)


                     
            
                        
                        	1997
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Secretary of State for Northern Ireland (Mo Mowlam)


                     
            
                        
                        	1997
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Leader of the House of Commons (Ann Taylor)


                     
            
                        
                        	1997
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Full-time Minister for Women (Joan Ruddock)


                     
            
                        
                        	1998
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Chief Whip (Ann Taylor)


                     
            
                        
                        	2001
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Secretary of State for Scotland (Helen Liddell)


                     
            
                        
                        	2006
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Secretary of State for Foreign and Commonwealth Affairs (Margaret Beckett)


                     
            
                        
                        	2006
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	House of Lords Lord Speaker (Baroness Hayman)


                     
            
                        
                        	2007
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Secretary of State for Home Affairs (Jacqui Smith)


                     
            
                        
                        	2007
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Attorney-General (Baroness Scotland)


                     
            
                        
                        	2009
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs & Security Policy (Baroness Ashton)


                     
            
                        
                        	2010
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Secretary of State for Wales (Cheryl Gillan)


                     
            
                        
                        	2014
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	First Minister of Scotland (Nicola Sturgeon)


                     
            
                        
                        	2016
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Lord Chancellor (Liz Truss)


                     
            
                        
                        	2017
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	Black Rod (Sarah Clarke)


                  
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            WOMEN IN PARLIAMENT

         

         The 1918 general election was the first in which women were permitted to stand for Parliament. Out of 1,631 parliamentary candidates, seventeen were women – one Conservative, four Labour, four Liberals and eight others. And it wasn’t until 1997 that women as a proportion of all candidates would rise above 10 per cent – even up until the late 1980s the proportion had always been below 5 per cent. The 1997 general election saw female representation increase to 18 per cent, following the election of 120 women MPs. Before the 1997 general election, women MPs had never made up more than 10 per cent of the total number of MPs. The 2017 general election brought the highest-ever proportion (32 per cent) of women to the Commons.

         Since 1918, 491 women have been elected as Members of the House of Commons. Four were elected as Sinn Féin MPs and did not take their seats: Countess Constance Markievicz (1918), Michelle Gildernew (2001), Elisha McCallion (2017) and Órfhlaith Begley (2018). Of the 491 women, 284 (58 per cent) were first elected as Labour MPs and 140 (29 per cent) as Conservatives. Forty-five of these 491 women MPs have gone on to serve as Cabinet ministers.

         
            * * *

         

         There were many triumphs for women in the 2017 general election; Preet Gill became the first female Sikh MP to join the Commons after her election in Birmingham Edgbaston, while Marsha de Cordova, a disability rights campaigner who is registered as blind, took the safe Conservative seat of Battersea for Labour. Lib Dem Layla Moran’s election in Oxford & West Abingdon made her the first female Lib Dem MP to come from a minority background and the first UK MP of Palestinian descent.

         A total of 973 women candidates across all parties stood in the 2017 general election – 29 per cent of the total number of 3,304 candidates. Although this marked a numeric fall in the number of female parliamentary candidates from the 1,033 that had stood at the 2015 election, there was still a percentage increase in the proportion of women standing.

         This was a landmark election for Labour, who fielded the highest number (256) of women candidates of any party at any general election. The proportion of Labour female parliamentary candidates rose from 34 per cent in 2015 to 41 per cent in 2017. There were 184 female Conservative candidates – 29 per cent of the party’s total – marking the highest number in the party’s history and a 9 per cent increase on 2015. There were also 184 women candidates (29 per cent) representing the Liberal Democrats. Thirty-four per cent of the Scottish National Party’s candidates were women, 35 per cent of the Green Party’s, 28 per cent of Plaid Cymru’s and 13 per cent of UKIP’s.

         A higher proportion of women candidates contested Labour’s safer seats (those with a 20 to 30 per cent majority), at 51 per cent, compared with 26 per cent for the Conservatives. However, 43 per cent of Conservative candidates in the most winnable seats (those with a 0 to 10 per cent majority held by another party) were women, compared with 33 per cent of Labour candidates. This indicated a rise for the Conservatives and a fall for Labour; in 2015, the opposite held true. Labour also fielded a higher proportion of women candidates in marginal seats. In seats with a 0 to 10 per cent marginality, 47 per cent of Labour candidates were women, as opposed to 20 per cent of Conservative candidates. Fifty-six per cent of female Lib Dem candidates stood in marginal seats.

         There are currently 119 women Labour MPs (45 per cent of all Labour MPs), more than every other party combined. The Conservatives have sixty-seven women MPs, three fewer than before the 2017 election, and the SNP twelve. The Lib Dems, who had no female MPs in 2015, now have four, while a further seven women represent smaller parties and independents. These women make up 32 per cent of all the MPs in Parliament.

         In the Scottish Parliament, 36 per cent of the members are women, compared to 42 per cent of the members of the National Assembly for Wales and 30 per cent of the members of the Northern Ireland Assembly. Following the 2014 European Parliament elections, 41 per cent of UK MEPs are women.

         However, despite significant progress, according to the Inter-Parliamentary Union’s global league table, the UK ranks only thirty-eighth in the world in terms of female representation in Parliament – falling behind several European nations. Rwanda tops the list, followed by Bolivia, Cuba and Iceland. Five countries in the rankings have no women in their lower or single house, while thirty have fewer than 10 per cent. There are currently female Presidents or Prime Ministers in only sixteen countries – 9 per cent of the 193 countries who are currently members of the UN.

      

   


   
      
         

            CONSTANCE MARKIEVICZ,

COUNTESS MARKIEVICZ

            JULIA LANGDON

         

         
            
               	
FULL NAME: Constance Georgine Markievicz (née Gore-Booth), Countess Markievicz

               	
DATE OF BIRTH: 4 February 1868

               	
PLACE OF BIRTH: London

               	
DATE OF DEATH: 15 July 1927

               	
MARRIED TO: Count Casimir Dunin-Markievicz (m. 1900)

               	
CHILDREN: Maeve Alys and Stanislaus (stepson)

               	
UNSUCCESSFUL ELECTIONS FOUGHT: None

               	
CONSTITUENCY: Dublin St Patrick’s

               	
DATE OF FIRST ELECTION: 28 December 1918

               	
DATE LEFT PARLIAMENT: As a member for Sinn Féin, Markievicz never took her seat in Parliament

               	
PARTY ROLES: None

               	
MINISTERIAL POSITIONS & DATES: None in the UK government. In the First Dáil Éireann: Minister for Labour 1919–22

               	
MOST FAMOUS QUOTATION: ‘Dress suitably in short skirts and strong boots, leave your jewels in the bank and buy a revolver.’

            

         

         Constance Markievicz was in Holloway, serving her second spell in jail, when she made history and was elected to the House of Commons, so she couldn’t have taken her seat in Parliament, even if she had wanted to. All seventy-three Sinn Féin MPs elected to Westminster in 1918 were committed abstentionists, who wanted independence from Britain, not a seat in its Parliament. ‘I would never take an oath of allegiance to the power that I meant to overthrow,’ she wrote in her election address, which was smuggled out of her cell.

         Markievicz was a serious revolutionary, albeit an unlikely one. Born into Anglo-Irish Protestant privilege, she was one of five children of Sir Henry Gore-Booth, a land-owning fifth baronet. Despite their acres, the Gore-Booths possessed nonetheless a social conscience. Markievicz’s political inspiration was the ‘dispossessed people’ in her ‘desolate home county’ of Sligo, and as a young woman she had encouraged her father’s tenants not to pay their rents. They needed the money more than he did, she said.

         Perhaps her parents thought it was just youthful idealism, but they would soon learn otherwise. Markievicz was presented at Court and trained as an artist in Paris, where she met her Polish-Ukrainian husband, Casimir. However, the early bohemian grew into something much more bolshie. She was a passionate, articulate woman who wanted to do something for the people of Ireland – so she picked up the gun.

         Markievicz met with revolutionary patriots and joined groups campaigning for independence from British rule, nationalism and women’s suffrage. She was also an active member of Sinn Féin and the Daughters of Erin, which she affectionately referred to as ‘the women’s rebel society’. She went to her first meeting of the women’s group straight from a society event, wearing a blue velvet ball gown with a train and a diamond tiara – she even offered to sell the diamonds to fund a rebel newspaper. Although some may have been suspicious of her at first due to her privileged upbringing, Markievicz won people over easily. She was beautiful, vivacious, witty and kind, and even inspired W. B. Yeats to compare her to a gazelle in a poem. But Markievicz wasn’t just a pretty face: she meant business, too.

         As Irish unrest rumbled and political discontent grew, Markievicz founded Fianna Éireann, a sort of paramilitary boy scouts where teenagers were taught how to use firearms. In 1908, when Winston Churchill, then a Liberal, was standing in a parliamentary by-election, she went to support her suffragist sister, Eva Gore-Booth, who was campaigning against Churchill because he wouldn’t support the rights of women workers. A superb equestrian, Markievicz drove a carriage pulled by four white horses along the streets of Manchester all day long and half the night to promote the women’s cause. Churchill lost his seat.

         Back in Dublin, Markievicz joined the Irish Citizen Army, burned the British flag and was arrested. She ran soup kitchens in troubled times and she used her wealth to help people and to fund their politics.

         None of this went down well with her family in Sligo. While Mama got on with being a revolutionary, Maeve Alys, Markievicz’s daughter, was raised by her Gore-Booth grandparents. The ‘Count’ – it seems to have been an assumed title – left Ireland for the Balkans, where he was a war reporter, before returning home for good to Eastern Europe, although the couple remained friendly. In revolutionary circles, Markievicz became known as ‘Madame Markievicz’, applauded for her daring and her physical courage. When the Easter Rising erupted in 1916, ‘Year One of Irish History’, Markievicz was equivalent to second in command. She should have been shot with the rebellion’s other leaders, but her death sentence was commuted to life imprisonment on the grounds of her sex. ‘I do wish your lot had the decency to shoot me,’ she observed plangently. She kissed her revolver before handing it over when she was arrested. This would be her first jail sentence and she served fourteen months, mostly in Aylesbury prison, before being released under an amnesty. She used the time wisely, as she always did during her several spells behind bars. ‘I have my health,’ she reassured her sister, ‘and I can always find a way to give my dreams a living form.’ She would paint, if they gave her materials, or she would do gardening, or she would study political systems.

         Upon returning home to Ireland, Markievicz was greeted with a heroine’s welcome and received into the Roman Catholic church – but it wouldn’t be long before she was back behind bars. Interestingly, she was not unaware that her imprisonment and the publicity it provoked did as much for the cause as the power of her rhetoric in her speeches. When Sinn Féin proposed that she stand as a parliamentary candidate in the 1918 general election, she agreed to do so for ‘sport’, even though she was in prison. ‘You will have to fight without me,’ she wrote. It was, of course, the first general election that allowed women to stand as candidates and there were a total of sixteen in Britain and Ireland. Upon learning that she had won – the only woman to do so – having defeated William Field, the sitting MP for twenty-six years, by more than twice his vote, she was ‘yelling and dancing all over the place’. She got out of jail three months later, in March 1919, by which time she was already an absentee member of the First Dáil – the Parliament of the revolutionary Irish republic set up by Sinn Féin. For the next three years, she was Minister for Labour and the first woman Cabinet minister in western Europe, but this did not keep her out of jail. Markievicz served several more spells inside, during the continuing difficulties of the founding of the Irish state, and was elected for the last time, in 1927, to what became the Fifth Dáil. She died within weeks of the election as a result of complications from appendicitis.

         Markievicz never submitted. But as the country’s first woman MP, she did go once to the House of Commons. When she got out of prison after her election, she went to the Commons to inspect her name on the coat peg in the Members’ cloakroom – before returning home to fight again for Ireland.

      

   


   
      
         

            NANCY ASTOR, VISCOUNTESS ASTOR

            NAN SLOANE

         

         
            
               	
FULL NAME: Nancy Witcher Astor (formerly Shaw, née Langhorne), Viscountess Astor

               	
DATE OF BIRTH: 19 May 1879

               	
PLACE OF BIRTH: Danville, Virginia, USA

               	
DATE OF DEATH: 2 May 1964

               	
MARRIED TO: Robert Gould Shaw (m. 1897; div. 1903); Waldorf Astor (m. 1906; d. 1952)

               	
CHILDREN: Robert (Bobbie) Gould Shaw; William Waldorf Astor; Nancy Phyllis Louise Astor; Francis David Langhorne Astor; Michael Langhorne Astor; and John Jacob (Jakie) Astor

               	
UNSUCCESSFUL ELECTIONS FOUGHT: None

               	
CONSTITUENCY: Plymouth Sutton

               	
DATE OF FIRST ELECTION: 28 November 1919

               	
DATE LEFT PARLIAMENT: 5 July 1945

               	
PARTY ROLES: None

               	
MINISTERIAL POSITIONS & DATES: None

               	
MOST FAMOUS QUOTATIONS: ‘I married beneath me. All women do.’ | ‘One reason why I don’t drink is because I wish to know when I am having a good time.’ | ‘Women have got to make the world safe for men since men have made it so darned unsafe for women.’ | ‘The main dangers in this life are people who want to change everything… or nothing.’ | ‘If you are never to speak because you are afraid to cause offence, you will never say anything. I am not in the least afraid of causing offence.’ | ‘I would like to say that the first time Adam had a chance he laid the blame on a woman.’ | ‘Pioneers may be picturesque figures, but they are often rather lonely ones.’

            

            

         

         At about twenty minutes past nine on the evening of Tuesday 24 February 1920, a soberly dressed woman of thirty-nine got to her feet in a room full of men. She began speaking with a few observations about courage, adventure and the city of Plymouth, before moving on to the subject of temperance and the sale of alcohol. The men heckled enthusiastically, but the woman kept going. At about nine thirty-five she sat down again.

         As maiden parliamentary speeches went, Nancy Astor’s was not particularly remarkable, but it was historic. She was the first woman to take her seat in the House of Commons, and the first to speak from the green benches. But she was also an outsider; born and raised in America, she spoke, not with the cut-glass accent of the upper classes, but with the soft drawl of the American South.

         Astor was born in Danville, Virginia, on 19 May 1879. She was the eighth child born to railway millionaire Chiswell Dabney Langhorne and his wife, Nancy. The young Astor received a rudimentary but adequate education before being packed off to a New York finishing school. There she met Robert Gould Shaw, whom she married in 1897, when she was just eighteen. The couple had a son, Bobbie, but Shaw was abusive and the marriage was miserable. Astor first attempted to leave Shaw while still on their honeymoon, but was only successful in 1901. Her divorce was finalised following her mother’s death in 1903.

         By 1905 Astor had decided to emigrate to England, where many an American heiress had already found happiness, or at least a titled husband and a country house. Given Astor’s unhappy marriage, she may not have been actively looking for a husband so soon after her divorce, but she met Waldorf Astor on the ship over from New York and they were married in May 1906.

         Waldorf’s family had made their money in hotels and his father, William, had settled in England, becoming a newspaper owner and making massive donations to charity. Ostensibly in recognition of this, he was later awarded a peerage. In 1893 he had bought a house and estate at Cliveden in Buckinghamshire from the Duke of Westminster, and this was his wedding present to Waldorf and Nancy. It became their country home and the scene of Nancy’s famous house parties. Later, in the 1930s, it became synonymous with the couple’s controversial support for appeasement.

         Nancy and Waldorf Astor had five children, and Nancy adopted the life of a rich socialite. Waldorf harboured political aspirations and, in the second election of 1910, he was elected one of two MPs for Plymouth. Nancy had entered into the campaigning with enthusiasm, particularly enjoying contact with the electorate. However, she fell easily into the traditional role of political wife, and most of her energies were spent organising their social life. Even here, however, she showed an early taste for controversy, inviting political opponents as well as allies to both dinners and house parties. Both Sylvia Pankhurst and Winston Churchill graced her table at one time or another; the former was a suffragette and noted feminist while the latter was firmly opposed to women’s political rights. Neither declined their invitations.

         Astor had always been of a religious turn of mind, and in 1914 she suddenly announced her conversion to Christian Science. As with many things, she took to it with rather more enthusiasm than wisdom; her attempt to convert Stalin to the religion, when she visited Russia in 1931, stands out as one of the more unlikely of her enterprises. Astor remained committed to her faith for the rest of her life and clearly found much comfort in it.

         When war broke out in 1914, Waldorf Astor joined the army, rising to the rank of major. He remained an MP, however, and, in 1916, he became Lloyd George’s parliamentary private secretary, acting as the Prime Minister’s link to the Conservative back benches. He and Nancy held political views that ranged across party lines, and Waldorf had supported Lloyd George’s pre-war People’s Budget in defiance of his own party whip. By the end of the war it was clear that Waldorf had a promising political career before him, therefore the death of his father in 1919 came as a political as well as a personal blow.

         Although he tried to get out of it, Waldorf’s elevation to his father’s peerage was unavoidable. With Waldorf joining the Lords, the question then arose of who should be the candidate in the resulting by-election in Plymouth Sutton, the constituency that he had represented since 1918. Nancy was the obvious answer, and she was happy to step into the breach. She loved campaigning and was good at talking to people as well as speaking in public and dealing with hecklers. She positioned herself as a good wife who was not ambitious on her own account, and voters were taken with the idea of a rich American society lady becoming their MP. She was elected with 51 per cent of the vote and a healthy majority.

         Having taken her seat, however, Nancy found herself in a new world in which she had to learn very quickly. For one thing, as the first woman MP in Parliament, people had massive expectations of her, as much in terms of failure as success. These came not least from women, who viewed her as their representative, regardless of where they lived. She was instantly inundated with letters from women seeking advice, help or support; some simply wanted to congratulate her and, at one stage, she was getting over 2,000 a week. Astor had had little involvement with the women’s movement, and she now found politically experienced and influential women viewing her with open suspicion and hostility. In her maiden speech she said that ‘women have got a vote now and we mean to use it, and use it wisely’, but she began with almost no support from the women’s leaders themselves. Sensibly, she made it her business to build bridges and did so by asking women’s organisations to advise her, and engaging with a variety of groups and individuals.

         Predictably, and not for the last time, the press obsessed over what the newly elected woman MP would wear. The fashion industry, too, viewed Astor as a marketing opportunity; when she arrived at the House of Commons, she found that the small room she had been allocated was full of hats that had been sent to her by hopeful milliners. Prior to her election she had dressed to impress, spending a fortune on gowns and jewellery. Astor, however, seems to have understood immediately the need to avoid her wardrobe becoming a point of endless discussion, so she originated what became, for many years, the female politician’s uniform: dark suit, white blouse, plain hat and discreet jewellery.

         In other respects she was more flamboyant. Her speaking style was not the most inspirational, but she was spectacularly good at dealing with hecklers, and revelled in the challenges of debate. She pursued an eclectic collection of issues, ranging across the political spectrum. She supported universal suffrage (achieved finally in 1928), women’s employment rights, improved maternity care and better nursery provisions. She tried to get a Bill through to eliminate the phrase ‘common prostitute’ from the law and to prosecute men as well as women for prostitution offences. But, despite her own experience, she also opposed making divorce easier, and she was distinctly squeamish when it came to the debate about birth control.

         One of her main concerns was temperance, and it was in this field that she had her biggest legislative success, banning the sale of alcohol to people under the age of eighteen in 1923. The powerful brewing industry took exception to this and ran a candidate against her in the 1922 election. He did not win, but her majority was significantly reduced.

         Nancy Astor never became popular in the House of Commons, partly due to her refusal to conform to the norms that would have put the institution more at ease. She was a Conservative who, as Waldorf had done, was prepared to oppose her own party when she disagreed with it. She was combative and opinionated, and would not comply with the softer, more acquiescent model of womanhood that her male colleagues found acceptable. On the other hand, although she frequently attacked the Labour Party, she tried to draw the tiny number of women MPs together to act as a group, even after 1929, when a Labour government brought in nine Labour women MPs who were trying to find their own identity and disliked as well as distrusted Astor.

         By the 1930s it had become clear that she was not going to be offered a ministerial post, and, like many other people, she began to take an interest in foreign affairs, in particular Britain’s relations with Germany. She and Waldorf continued to invite a wide range of people to dinner and to Cliveden, including many of those who believed that appeasing Hitler could avoid another war, and some who had forged close connections with the Nazi regime. Many of this group were influential and well connected in government and in the press. The Astor family owned both The Observer and The Times, and when Neville Chamberlain became Prime Minister in 1937, there was every reason to believe that appeasement could work. Astor herself was not a Nazi; in fact, when she met the German ambassador, Joachim von Ribbentrop, she allegedly irritated him so much that she ended up on a list of people to be arrested after a Nazi invasion. However, she undoubtedly facilitated the coming together of a circle of people who engaged in secret diplomacy and encouraged sympathy, at the very least, for Hitler’s government. Like many other people at the time, Nancy was both anti-communist and anti-Semitic but, as so often, she tended to extremes and took no trouble to conceal her prejudices. The exposing of the so-called Cliveden set in the non-Astor media irretrievably damaged her reputation, and the declaration of war in 1939 finally and completely discredited appeasement.

         Astor and Waldorf spent most of the Second World War in Plymouth, where he was mayor for five years. Their house was bombed, and Astor immersed herself in war work, supporting the navy and citizens in the city she represented. She remained a Member of Parliament, but was far removed from the spheres of influence and was regarded with suspicion in many quarters. Her family were adamant that she should not stand for re-election in 1945, warning her she risked defeat if she did. She did not want to retire, but in the end Waldorf simply informed her constituency association that she would be standing down. Labour’s Lucy Middleton duly won the seat, although Astor’s son John regained it for the Conservatives in 1951.

         After 1945 Astor settled into an unhappy retirement. She and Waldorf separated for a time, but were reconciled before his death in 1952. She received very little recognition during her lifetime for her achievements, and new generations of women politicians did not come to regard her as their role model or matriarch. She died at her daughter’s house in Lincolnshire in May 1964, a few days before her eighty-fifth birthday.

         As with many women who are firsts in their field, Nancy Astor was an outsider who took an independent and individual line. She had courage, flair and intelligence, but unfortunately these qualities were marred by a tendency towards extreme opinions and a combative approach which some people found off-putting. She was not a feminist, but she supported many women’s rights issues and was, until the election of Margaret Wintringham in 1921, the only female voice available to raise them. Although, now as then, some of Astor’s views and actions make her a controversial and sometimes unsympathetic figure, she remains a powerful, remarkable and significant parliamentary pioneer.

      

   


   
      
         

            MARGARET WINTRINGHAM

            MARY HONEYBALL

         

         
            
               	
FULL NAME: Margaret Wintringham (née Longbottom)

               	
DATE OF BIRTH: 4 August 1879

               	
PLACE OF BIRTH: Oldfield, West Yorkshire

               	
DATE OF DEATH: 10 March 1955

               	
MARRIED TO: Thomas Wintringham (m. 1903; d. 1921)

               	
CHILDREN: None

               	
UNSUCCESSFUL ELECTIONS FOUGHT: Louth 1929 and Aylesbury 1935

               	
CONSTITUENCY: Louth

               	
DATE OF FIRST ELECTION: 22 September 1921

               	
DATE LEFT PARLIAMENT: 29 October 1924

               	
PARTY ROLES: Member of the National Executive of the National Liberal Federation, elected 1927; president of the Women’s National Liberal Federation 1925–26; president of the Louth Women’s Liberal Association

               	
MINISTERIAL POSITIONS & DATES: None

               	
MOST FAMOUS QUOTATION: ‘I have found the judgement of the average woman clearer than the average man.’ – Presidential address to Women’s National Liberal Federation on 22 June 1926.

            

         

         It is a shame that the first UK-born woman to be elected and take her seat in the House of Commons, Margaret Wintringham, is virtually unknown today. Although Wintringham took over the seat of Louth in Lincolnshire when it became vacant due to the sudden death of her husband, Thomas, in August 1921, she was much more than a widow continuing her husband’s work.

         Wintringham described herself as a feminist, stating in her address as president of the Women’s National Liberal Federation in 1926 that ‘the vital thing is to understand the issues which are the greatest moment to the happiness and welfare of the people’.

         Born in Oldfield, West Yorkshire, in 1879, Margaret Longbottom attended Keighley Grammar School before training to be a teacher, eventually becoming headmistress of a school in Grimsby. In 1903, she married timber merchant Thomas Wintringham and they settled in Louth, Lincolnshire.

         Margaret was involved in the local community, even founding a branch of the Women’s Institute. During the First World War, she was a member of the Lincolnshire Agriculture Committee and chaired the Woman’s War Agriculture Committee. Wintringham’s local prominence may well have contributed to her husband’s success in winning the Louth parliamentary seat in a by-election in June 1920.

         First elected in September 1921, Wintringham held the seat in both the 1922 and 1923 general elections but lost in 1924. Her parliamentary career, though brief, broke new ground to such an extent that the New York Times covered her maiden speech, which savaged the public expenditure cuts made by the Lloyd George coalition as a ‘false economy’.

         On the left of the Liberal Party, issues affecting women and children were Wintringham’s main concern. She introduced a Private Members’ Bill to make the provision of child support more egalitarian. She also asked parliamentary questions about women’s pay and employment conditions; the Hong Kong authorities’ inability to tackle child slavery and prostitution; the dismissal on economic grounds of Fiji’s only woman maternity doctor; and the Canadian authorities’ failure to extract maintenance payments from former World War One soldiers who had fathered illegitimate children in the UK.

         Her emphasis on social issues, together with her contempt for the male boorishness of the House of Commons, made Wintringham appear as a wild radical to many. However, there is little evidence that this affected her electability, since she increased her majority in the 1922 and 1923 general elections. Her defeat in 1924 was undoubtedly due to national anti-Liberal feeling.

         Wintringham seems never to have recovered from losing her seat and failing to be re-elected to the House of Commons. By the 1930s, she had disappeared from the upper echelons of the Liberal Party. She died in 1955, aged seventy-five, in a nursing home in London.

      

   


   
      
         

            MABEL PHILIPSON

            ANNE-MARIE TREVELYAN

         

         
            
               	
FULL NAME: Mabel Philipson (née Russell)

               	
DATE OF BIRTH: 1 January 1887

               	
PLACE OF BIRTH: Peckham

               	
DATE OF DEATH: 8 January 1951

               	
MARRIED TO: Thomas Rhodes (m. 1911; d. 1911); Hilton Philipson (m. 1917; d. 1941)

               	
CHILDREN: Peter and Anne Rosemary

               	
UNSUCCESSFUL ELECTIONS FOUGHT: None

               	
CONSTITUENCY: Berwick-upon-Tweed

               	
DATE OF FIRST ELECTION: 31 May 1923

               	
DATE LEFT PARLIAMENT: 29 May 1929

               	
PARTY ROLES: None

               	
MINISTERIAL POSITIONS & DATES: None

               	
MOST FAMOUS QUOTATION: ‘The reason why I have held the seat has ceased to exist.’ – Philipson had hoped to remain in Parliament until her husband, who had previously held the seat, was able to return.

            

         

         Mabel Philipson had never planned to go into politics. Following a career as a music hall actress, she married Thomas Rhodes, whose family were cotton manufacturers, in 1911. Sadly, the couple were involved in a car crash only months after their wedding; he was killed and she was severely injured, leading to the loss of sight in one of her eyes.

         After her husband’s death, Philipson returned to the theatre, turning her focus to more serious roles in plays. She appeared at the Haymarket Theatre in 1913 and was cast as the leading lady in the 1916 production of London Pride at Wyndham’s Theatre.

         In 1917 she married Hilton Philipson, a serving officer in the Scots Guards. Hilton was a director of the North East Railway Company after the war, and stood as the Liberal candidate for Berwick-upon-Tweed in the 1922 election, which he subsequently won. However, due to his agent committing election fraud, his election resulted in a petition and he was forced to stand down; Mabel stood in his stead in the by-election in May 1923.

         Philipson was only the third female MP to take up her seat in the House of Commons. Not only was she an advocate for women and children in need of better protections under the law, but she also acted as a voice for her constituency.

         She supported farmers who were facing insolvency and local fishermen in need of support: ‘I would like to ask the right hon. Gentleman whether he will shortly consider a scheme to help the English fishermen when there is a real need, and a real need can be shown just the same [as for the Scottish].’ Words that could just as likely be directed by me to the incumbent Secretary of State for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs today.

         Philipson challenged the problems faced by Alnwick Council, such as the slow progress of the sale of council land for housing, and the eternal question put forward to ministers: ‘whether he will consider the allocation of further grants from the Road Fund towards the maintenance of roads in rural areas?’ Perhaps the only change is that, in 2018, the Roads and Transport minister might be actually be a woman.

         Philipson stood up for the rights of those groups of rural dwellers who, pre-social-security support, had no recourse to financial assistance from the government, like Berwick’s salmon fishermen. As a constituency that includes one of the longest coastal stretches in England, it is perhaps unsurprising that Philipson spoke up on matters of coastguard duties as well as fisheries. A debate to approve the number of armed forces personnel for 1928 sparked a discussion about the use of real sailors and Her Majesty’s fleet in films, which some viewed as abhorrent. Philipson responded by saying, ‘I want to see things properly acted on the films.’ Liberal MP Joseph Kenworthy’s reply was scathing: ‘I should have thought out-of-work actors and actresses might have done that better than the navy.’ The debate highlights the dismissive attitude that the first women in the debating chamber were often subjected to.

         Philipson’s commitment to improving the lives of women and children is beautifully highlighted in one of her contributions to the Adoption Bill in 1926, and her role in leading the Nursing Homes (registration) Bill through the House. She highlighted the challenges that ‘the premises of many nursing homes are structurally defective and unsuitable for the purpose … there is an urgent need for registration and supervision, and …in many nursing homes the accommodation for the nursing staff was seriously defective’. These challenges may still sometimes remain, but her leadership in starting oversight for the benefit of those in need of protection should not be underestimated.

         In the last century we have made much progress in many areas of social policy across party divides; I am proud that my predecessor Mabel Philipson was one of the first female MPs to stand up for the welfare of those in need. She returned to the stage after standing down before the 1929 general election.

      

   


   
      
         

            KATHARINE STEWART-MURRAY, DUCHESS OF ATHOLL

            ANNE MCGUIRE

         

         
            
               	
FULL NAME: Katharine Marjory Stewart-Murray (née Ramsay), Duchess of Atholl

               	
DATE OF BIRTH: 6 November 1874

               	
PLACE OF BIRTH: Edinburgh

               	
DATE OF DEATH: 21 October 1960

               	
MARRIED TO: John Stewart-Murray, Marquess of Tullibardine (later Duke of Atholl) (m. 1899; d. 1942)

               	
CHILDREN: None

               	
UNSUCCESSFUL ELECTIONS FOUGHT: None

               	
CONSTITUENCY: Kinross & West Perthshire

               	
DATE OF FIRST ELECTION: 6 December 1923

               	
DATE LEFT PARLIAMENT: 28 November 1938

               	
PARTY ROLES: None

               	
MINISTERIAL POSITIONS & DATES: First Conservative woman to hold ministerial office as a Parliamentary Secretary to the Board of Education 1924–29

            

         

         How can the first woman MP to be elected to the Commons from Scotland after the 1918 Act – the first woman in a Conservative government – who bravely challenged the mainstream of her party on the issue of appeasement be so little known? That was the question I asked myself as I found out more about the Duchess of Atholl, who was an MP in a constituency that seventy-four years later I was elected to represent.

         The Duchess of Atholl had no ordinary political career, which makes it all the more amazing that she has such a low profile in Scottish and UK political history. The wife of a marquess who subsequently became a duke, she was never content to sit back and play the role of the duchess. Some of her views were politically uncomfortable even by standards of her day. However, in other respects she was a brave and committed champion of causes she believed in, whatever the personal political sacrifice.

         In 1923, local Unionists invited her to stand for Kinross & West Perthshire, a Liberal seat that had previously been held by her husband until 1917, when he took his father’s seat in the Lords. Her decision to stand must have astonished many suffragettes, as she was well known for her opposition to votes for women. The King himself tried to dissuade her from standing as he thought her role at Blair Castle more important.

         A tireless campaigner, she ultimately managed to take the seat with a majority of 150, which she increased in subsequent elections. The local paper put her victory down to her own personal popularity. Prominent Conservative MP Lady Astor, however, never forgot the duchess’s opposition to women’s suffrage and, in 1935, she reminded the House that, ‘If the Noble Lady had her way, we [women] would still be in that class [of criminal lunatics].’

         In 1923, the Labour government had appointed Margaret Bondfield as the first ever woman minister. The incoming 1924 Conservative government now needed a female minister of their own. Lady Astor was the obvious choice, but she was seen as uncontrollable. The duchess, on the other hand, was viewed as loyal and, as she was experienced in education from her previous work in Scotland, was named Parliamentary Secretary to the Board of Education – the UK’s first Conservative woman minister.

         Her political boss, Lord Eustace Percy, never really took to the idea of having a woman in his ministerial team. The duchess was given little space to make decisions and, by all accounts, she was not a great performer in the Commons. Although undermined by Percy, she challenged him on issues important to her. When he voiced a desire to raise the school starting age to seven and to end free elementary school education in order to balance the Budget, she dug in her heels and pleaded directly with the Prime Minister. The plans were dropped.

         As can often be the case, the transfer from government to the back benches gave the duchess the freedom to pursue new causes she believed in. She campaigned against oppression in the Soviet Union, publishing The Conscription of a People in 1931. After hearing of the barbaric practice of female genital mutilation from the Church of Scotland Mission, she raised the issue in the Commons, heckled by affronted male MPs, with Red Clydesider hero James Maxton shouting, ‘Is this relevant?’ Independent MP Eleanor Rathbone rallied to support the duchess, but in spite of the women’s efforts, no interest was shown by male MPs, many of whom did not believe such a practice was even possible.

         If the Conservative Party thought they were getting a compliant backbench MP, they were soon to be disabused. As the 1930s progressed, the duchess became more out of step with the party leadership, to the increasing annoyance of some loyalists in her constituency association. Along with a few notables such as Winston Churchill, she was strongly opposed to the 1935 Government of India Bill.

         During the Spanish Civil War, not content with second-hand reports, she visited Spain with MPs Eleanor Rathbone and Ellen Wilkinson. After General Franco’s forces bombarded Guernica, she was instrumental in arranging for the transportation of 4,000 children to Britain. Praise from Communist Party MP Willie Gallacher only reinforced the views of those who thought she had gone over to the dark side, and she was referred to as the Red Duchess.

         To her great credit, the plight of the children overcame narrow partisanship. Her views on Spain were undoubtedly linked to her deep fear of the rise of fascism. While the political elite were being courted by the Nazis, she was so convinced of the evil danger posed by Hitler that she had Mein Kampf translated into English and a copy sent to the Prime Minister.

         It is hard to imagine how difficult it must have been to swim against the appeasement tide during the 1930s. She was one of a handful of MPs who were prepared to take a stand. She was called a ‘warmonger’ and the worthies in her local association finally lost patience and started to move against her.

         In 1938, she called their bluff by resigning her seat, to stand as an independent on an anti-appeasement platform. The campaign was brutal. The full force of the Conservative and Unionist Party was mobilised against her, with more than fifty MPs, including Alec Douglas-Home who would go on to become Prime Minister and coincidentally MP for the same constituency, travelling to support the new Tory candidate.

         On her side, although Churchill did not offer public support, he sent a private letter that was widely circulated. Ironically, suffragette Sylvia Pankhurst urged every woman who ‘values their vote’ to vote for her. The duchess’s own base in rural Perthshire turned its back on her and, on 21 December, she lost by 1,313 votes. With regards to Hitler, I’m sure she did not take pleasure in being proved right in her judgement. The duchess never again stood for election to Parliament. Instead she nursed her ailing husband until his death in 1943. She died in Edinburgh in 1960.

      

   


   
      
         

            MARGARET BONDFIELD

            SALLY KEEBLE

         

         
            
               	
FULL NAME: Margaret Grace Bondfield

               	
DATE OF BIRTH: 17 March 1873

               	
PLACE OF BIRTH: Chard, Somerset

               	
DATE OF DEATH: 16 June 1953

               	
MARRIED TO: Unmarried

               	
CHILDREN: None

               	
UNSUCCESSFUL ELECTIONS FOUGHT: Northampton 1920 (by-election), 1922, 1924; Wallsend 1931 and 1935

               	
CONSTITUENCY: Northampton & Wallsend

               	
DATE OF FIRST ELECTION: 6 December 1923

               	
DATE LEFT PARLIAMENT: 27 October 1931

               	
PARTY ROLES: none

               	
MINISTERIAL POSITIONS & DATES: Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Labour 1924, Minister of Labour and Privy Counsellor 1929–31

               	
MOST FAMOUS QUOTATIONS: ‘I am a socialist of thirty years’ standing and today am a more convinced socialist than ever I was.’ – In her maiden speech in January 1924. | ‘Since I have been able to vote at all, I have never felt the same enthusiasm because the vote was the consequence of possessing property rather than the consequence of being a human being … At last we are established on that equitable footing, because we are human beings and part of society as a whole.’ – Upon passage of the Equal Franchise Act 1928.

            

         

         If Margaret Bondfield had been a man, she might well have ended up leader of the Labour Party, in which case her particular blend of principle and pragmatism may have spared the party some of the setbacks of the 1920s and ’30s.

         As it was, she achieved a string of Labour movement firsts: first woman delegate to the TUC; part of the first intake of Labour women MPs; first woman on the TUC General Council, and its first woman chair; first woman Privy Counsellor; and Cabinet member.

         These were huge achievements for a woman who was the tenth child in a West Country family of eleven children. Although her family were poor, Bondfield’s childhood seems to have been happy, and the family were much influenced by the religious and social teachings of Methodism’s founding father, John Wesley. Bondfield’s father lost his job in a textile factory when she was barely in her teens, and that spelled the end of her limited formal education.

         After a brief spell working as a school monitor, she became apprenticed, aged fourteen, to a woman in Brighton, who ran a business making fine garments to send to colonial families in India – a kind of early mail order house. However, before Bondfield was able to finish her apprenticeship, the business folded and she went into the retail trade, first in Brighton, then, encouraged by her brother Frank, in London.

         The experience was searing. ‘For the next three months I was nearer to starvation than at any time since. I learned the bitterness of a hopeless search for work,’ she later wrote. It triggered her lifelong activism in the Labour movement, first in trade unions, and then in the socialist groupings that eventually gave rise to the Labour Party.

         It was by chance that Bondfield first learned about trade unions. While on her lunch break one day, she bought fish and chips that were wrapped up with a piece of newspaper containing a letter from the Secretary of the National Union of Shop Assistants, Warehousemen and Clerks, encouraging shop workers to join the union – which is exactly what she did.

         With her typical exuberance, she threw herself into trade union activism and was soon commissioned by the Women’s Industrial Council to investigate employment conditions for women shop workers. Bondfield went undercover and travelled the country to document the exploitation: long hours, poverty pay and living conditions that bordered on imprisonment. Her findings led to a second commission to report on the position of married women workers in the Yorkshire wool industry. Both studies are classics that highlighted the dire position of working-class women. Already trapped in horrifyingly low-paid jobs, marriage forced women into yet more marginal employment. Bondfield’s landmark reports paved the way for legislative changes.

         In 1898, Bondfield became the assistant secretary of her trade union and the following year she was sent as the first and only woman delegate to the Annual Trades Union Congress in Plymouth. She was deeply influenced by calls for unity between the industrial and political wings of the working-class movement, and voted for the establishment of the Labour Representation Council – a precursor to the Labour Party. Her commitment to the relationship between trade unions and the party was to be lifelong; although she later wrote that ‘the methods and temper of the two movements were different, and as time went on some of the differences grew to be emphasised’.

         The following decades saw Bondfield work her way up through the trade union movement, and the network of groupings from which the Labour Party was ultimately born. Her friends and colleagues included leading lights from both wings of the movement – suffragist Mary Macarthur, Margaret McDonald, founders of the Fabian Society Beatrice and Sidney Webb, and playwright George Bernard Shaw. Bondfield campaigned for a minimum wage, improved maternity benefits and universal suffrage. She aligned herself with the Adult Suffrage Society, which called for the franchise to be extended to all people, including the many men who were excluded from voting due to their lack of property. She travelled widely at home and abroad – including a three-month tour of the USA – but during the First World War, Bondfield was refused a passport to travel by the UK government because of her pacifist sympathies.

         Her post-war visit to the Soviet Union, as part of a Labour movement delegation, had more profound consequences for Labour’s position as a democratic socialist party. She recognised the achievements of the new regime, and remarked that had she been Russian she would have supported the Bolsheviks out of necessity. But Bondfield drew a line between the particularities of the Soviet Union and the generalities of communism. When the UK Communist Party subsequently applied to be affiliated to the Labour Party, Bondfield was on the negotiating committee that ultimately concluded the Communist Party’s objects did not accord with Labour’s constitution, principles and programme.

         Early on, Bondfield had rejected the Social Democratic Federation and its call for ‘bloody class war’ in favour of the evolutionary politics of the Independent Labour Party. Later in life, her position was more trenchant: ‘It was inherent to the Labour position that we rejected the use of force as part of politics. We were essentially constitutional – we aimed at change by legal and peaceful methods. Fascism and communism had common ground in the use of violence, and thus were anti-democratic.’

         Bondfield’s breakthrough into national politics came when she was invited by the Northampton Labour Party to stand as their candidate in the 1920 by-election. Despite receiving political celebrity endorsements from George Bernard Shaw and Sidney Webb, she was unsuccessful at the by-election and the subsequent 1922 general election.

         Success, however, came in the 1923 general election, when Bondfield became one of the three new women Labour MPs. Her maiden speech made it clear that labour-market exploitation of women and young people was a key area of interest to her, while she also called for public ownership of key industries and declared herself to be a ‘socialist of thirty years standing’. She was offered a Cabinet position, but turned it down, asking instead for a more junior government position of parliamentary secretary.

         In 1924, Bondfield was asked to lead a UK delegation to Canada to examine, among other things, child migration. While she was away the Labour government collapsed – a calamity that Bondfield blamed entirely on Ramsay MacDonald’s poor judgement and temerity. She was forced to make a hasty return to the UK for the doomed fight to keep her Northampton seat.

         Two years later came a red herring that had even more serious personal consequences. Bondfield was asked by Conservative Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin to join a commission of inquiry into unemployment benefit, chaired by Lord Blanesburgh. It was an area where Bondfield had real practical expertise, but where the politics were toxic. The Conservative government was trying to reform the system, and a more cautious politician might have spotted the risks that came with being involved in such a project.

         Instead Bondfield approached the task in her usual forthright fashion. She argued for the best deal possible for the unemployed and supported the contributory principle, which has remained a constant in the welfare system, before signing off on the commission’s report. It caused uproar. She was subjected to a TUC motion of censure and was furiously criticised by colleagues in the Labour Party. She had meanwhile been returned to Parliament through a by-election in Wallsend, but her political opponents there tried to get her deselected. Ultimately she won out, with the support of Labour’s male hierarchy. However, the row left her politically bruised, and with a reputation for high-handed political compromise that persisted.

         Her greatest success came after the 1929 general election in which she held Wallsend and became the first woman Privy Counsellor and Cabinet member in Ramsay MacDonald’s minority Labour government. It brought Bondfield international recognition, and she recalled later how congratulatory messages flooded in from around the world.

         She was appointed Minister of Labour, but the position proved to be a poisoned chalice. With the global economy weakening and trade with Europe faltering, UK unemployment soared. Bondfield first reformed the unemployment benefit system with some hastily implemented and much criticised changes. She then repeatedly had to go to Parliament to get approval for budget increases – it was a punishing treadmill.

         First there were the arguments about entitlement, as visceral then as now. ‘Does anyone … really think it is right,’ argued Conservative Cyril Atkinson,

         
            That even if it be proved up to the hilt that a man has deliberately not tried to get work … has stopped in bed for a whole week doing nothing … has been drunk every day and making no endeavour to do anything – do you really say that that man ought to have benefit?

         

         Then there were the arguments, made by Winston Churchill no less, about Labour being soft on benefits: ‘By every device and by every dodge, by every shift and, almost, by every turpitude, they [the Labour government] have managed to keep on paying for the longest time in the loosest fashion the largest doles to the largest number. They have something to show for being socialists.’

         And then there were the arguments about the impact of the Welfare Bill on the national deficit, with Conservative Herwald Ramsbotham slating Labour for believing in ‘some utopia where it does not matter whether a nation exceeds its income or not’.

         Bondfield fought back and won every vote on the Welfare Bill. But the worsening financial position, in which the Welfare Bill played only a minor part, finally produced the crisis which brought the Labour government down.

         Although a Labour loyalist, Bondfield could not support Ramsay Mac-Donald’s introduction of a government of national unity. She saw the split between him and the Labour Party as being the inevitable result of his lack of sympathy for the trade union movement. She said he regarded trade unionists as being ‘so much raw material’, who needed educating in ‘doctrinal socialism’. Along with most of the Labour front bench, she stood aside and then lost her parliamentary seat at the 1931 general election.

         Her final years were, by all accounts, happy. After Parliament she went back to work in the trade union movement, travelling, lecturing and warning of the risks to skilled labour of the mechanisation of industry. In 1935, she stood again for election in Wallsend, but although she reduced the Tory majority, she still lost the seat. Bondfield accepted an invitation from Reading Labour Party to be their parliamentary candidate, but decided to pull out when it became clear that the general election would be delayed until she would be over seventy.

         In 1938, Bondfield retired from the National Union of General and Municipal Workers. During the Second World War she toured the United States, lecturing on the UK’s position for the British Information Service. More far-reaching, though, was her investigation for the Women’s Group on Public Welfare into the impact of wartime evacuation on children. It paved the way for some of the reforms of the 1945 Labour government with recommendations for nursery education, child benefit, a national health service and a minimum wage.

         Why then should such a formative figure disappear so completely from Labour’s collective memory? Bondfield was certainly criticised during her life, and excoriated by Barbara Castle after her death, but by any standards she was one of the founders of women’s trade unionism, the Labour Party and a pioneer of universal suffrage.

         Bondfield was among the most vocal politicians in exposing the suffering of working-class women in early twentieth-century Britain. Her work on poverty, welfare and children were formative for Labour thinking and many of her practical recommendations became central tenets of Labour policy. Yet few roll calls of Labour’s heroes and heroines include Margaret Bondfield’s name. My path crossed her career twice. The first was while working at the GMB union, the successor to the GMWU, where she was celebrated for establishing the women’s department. The second was in Northampton North, where for many years it fell to me as one of her successors to organise the annual Bondfield dinner in her memory. A short cul-de-sac in the constituency, Bondfield Avenue, is named after her, as is a soon to be demolished university hall of residence.

         If Margaret Bondfield had been a man, her name would have been up in lights.

      

   


   
      
         

            DOROTHY JEWSON

            ANNABELLE DICKSON

         

         
            
               	
FULL NAME: Dorothea (Dorothy) Jewson

               	
DATE OF BIRTH: 17 August 1884

               	
PLACE OF BIRTH: Thorpe Hamlet, Norfolk

               	
DATE OF DEATH: 29 February 1964

               	
MARRIED TO: Richard Tanner-Smith (m. 1936; d. 1939); Campbell Stephen (m. 1945; d. 1947)

               	
CHILDREN: None

               	
UNSUCCESSFUL ELECTIONS FOUGHT: Norwich 1929 and 1931

               	
CONSTITUENCY: Norwich

               	
DATE OF FIRST ELECTION: 6 December 1923

               	
DATE LEFT PARLIAMENT: 28 October 1924

               	
PARTY ROLES: Independent Labour Party eastern division representative on the national administrative council 1925–34

               	
MINISTERIAL POSITIONS & DATES: None

               	
MOST FAMOUS QUOTATION: ‘There is a large body of young women and mothers who feel, very naturally, that if they are capable of bringing children into the world, and of being responsible to the state for those children, it is only right that they should have the privilege and protection of the vote in helping to mould the laws which will govern themselves and their children.’

            

         

         Dorothy Jewson was a visionary. A conviction politician before the phrase became fashionable in a modern era of personality politics. In interwar Britain it was her strength and her undoing.

         Her parliamentary career was short-lived and she is often overlooked in the history books. Yet some of what she advocated – from providing information about birth control, to equal voting rights for women and compassion for the poorest in society – entered the mainstream within a few decades.

         Jewson was an unyielding socialist, militant suffragist and passionate pacifist throughout her political career. Her quest for a more equal society was not motivated by personal gain; her worldview was shaped by her learning. Her wealthy liberal parents provided her with an expensive education; she studied at Norwich High School for Girls before attending Cheltenham Ladies’ College and Girton College, Cambridge, where her political beliefs crystallised.

         Her beloved brother Harry was a kindred spirit, sharing her socialist and feminist aims, but he was killed in active service at the Battle of Gaza in 1917. The carnage of the early twentieth century proved difficult terrain for a political voice that advocated pacifism.

         Her selection as one of the two Labour candidates for her home city of Norwich, and subsequent election to Parliament as she neared the age of forty, was the culmination of years of local campaigning and involvement in the trade union movement. Jewson was a prominent supporter of striking munitions workers.

         She had a loyal following among the poorest and the working classes of Norwich, whose plight she studied and documented as part of her campaign for change. One of the self-appointed ‘investigators’ of Norwich, she was among those who set about highlighting social deprivation in a pamphlet entitled ‘The Destitute of Norwich and How they Live’, in an effort to make the case for change.

         She argued – reasonably – that the poor should be helped with five shillings a week to keep them in their own homes, because the cost of keeping a person in the workhouse would be considerably more than this.
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