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Figure 1: Scroll of thanks, illuminated address, designed by Sylvia, signed by Emmeline and given to women released from prison, from 1908. Source: People’s History Museum, Manchester 










Where do we start?


Over the last hundred years, women’s opportunities in the UK1 have improved dramatically. It is now illegal to pay women less for doing the same work as men. We now lead from the top of all professions, have become heads of the most traditional universities, been consecrated as bishops and launched into space. Women have become prime ministers – twice so far. We can have careers in the army, and box at the Olympics. Many of the taboos about our roles have changed, we have gained control over our fertility, and glass ceilings at work have been shattered. Meanwhile, our roles at home – as wives, mothers, daughters – have been transformed, by technical innovations, by the increasing engagement of men in the domestic sphere and by a greater valuation of us – and by us – of what it is to be a woman.


However – and that qualifier is screaming to be let loose – for every step forward there are forces pulling us back. Violence remains a real threat, women are still subordinated socially, politically and economically, and the massive resistance to change remains. Traditional sexist norms endure and often define our lives.


For anyone who wants to understand women’s rights or be involved in one of the most exciting and important conversations of our time, basic questions include the following: how far have we really got? where are the areas of gains and regressions? how are these experienced by different categories of women? how relevant is the whole feminist discourse to women’s identity today? There are also trickier questions. Why is it taking so long? How can we better understand resistance and engines of change and how can we speed things up? And finally what are our aims for the future?


Deeds Not Words tackles these questions. Published to coincide with the 100th anniversary of the Representation of the People Act – when propertied women over thirty were enfranchised for the first time – it provides an exploration of the changes to women’s lives in Britain since then. It is interdisciplinary and eclectic in its approach, and is informed by statistics and a lifetime’s work on a range of women’s rights issues in the UK and internationally. Most importantly, interviews and correspondence with women from all walks of life enrich the analysis. Quotations are attributed, sometimes just with a first name to provide anonymity.


The prologue is a personal take on the suffrage backdrop, recognising that as an author and a feminist activist I and many others have been shaped by my family’s history. The book follows on with an investigative arc in five thematic chapters covering politics, money, identity, violence and culture. The sixth chapter on power then brings the analysis together by looking at what factors drive women’s empowerment, examining case studies of change. After the conclusion, an epilogue takes us forward with the goals from 2018 to 2028 – the anniversary of equal franchise.


A few of the terms used throughout the book need defining, beginning with the concept of ‘patriarchy’. This word came to be applied in the 1970s2 and refers to the system of male dominance over women. It can be reinforced by individuals, collectively by society, and structurally by institutions, including by the government. There is some argument about whether or not patriarchy is a fixed universal phenomenon or whether there are different modes of oppression. For example, the extent to which we have moved from more private expressions of patriarchy to more public ones, and how the experiences of women are shaped by other factors such as age, wealth, ethnicity, religion and education.


Feminism is a recognition of the need to challenge gender-based discrimination. Though women have struggled and campaigned for their rights consistently over the centuries, the history of feminism in the UK and some other parts of the world is often framed in ‘waves’.3 We have had three such waves, and we are now within a fourth one. The first concerned the vote. This was seen to be the foundation – the key – to all other reforms and is associated with the period from the nineteenth century to the 1930s. This wave saw women carving out new roles for themselves in the public sphere and addressing issues such as employment and equal pay, education, prostitution, property rights within marriage, control over fertility, sexuality in marriage, the problem of domestic violence, the right to divorce. They were also involved in philanthropic work that helped lay the foundations for the welfare state. As with subsequent waves, the feminist challenge was for many women entwined with other social movements of the time.


The second wave, identified with the 1960s to late 1980s, was driven by resistance to a resurgence in the 1950s of the primacy of women as homemakers, which itself was a response to the strides towards equality women had made during the Second World War. The emphasis shifted from the political to the economic and personal – including reproductive rights and addressing violence against women. Campaigners used the same tactics as in the first wave but with direct action across a broader spectrum of concerns. New approaches, including consciousness-raising and feminist communities, flourished and we saw a greater institutionalisation within government of services for women.


‘Bra-burning’ is often associated with the second wave. In 1968, feminists protested at the annual Miss America contest, discarding items symbolic of women into a rubbish bin on the Atlantic City boardwalk in New Jersey. There was no burning at that event. A few bras did go into the bin, but so too did cosmetics, mops and other items. After the bra-burning myth had spread, some were burned but, in essence, the whole thing was a media creation.4 Yet, to this day, feminist activism is ridiculed with the false bra-burning image.


The third wave of feminism is associated with the 1990s to 2010s.5 It focused on women’s sexual liberation, an assertive view of their sexual identity and social position, and valuing of their individual choices. This was in contrast to the previous waves of feminism, which tended to have women as victims. At the same time it drew attention to the way society constructed the female image. This third wave gave more attention to social divisions amongst women, particularly those of sexuality, race, colour and class. It involved initiatives at many levels, a wave full of undercurrents.


Then there is the fourth wave – or maybe not. Some reject the idea of a fourth wave and suggest that we are now in a post-feminist world.6 They argue that feminism is no longer relevant because of the gains already made, or that the male and female essentialist position (i.e. the view that there is something fixed and universally different between men and women) has become irrelevant. Others draw parallels with post-structuralism and post-colonialism, to mean that relationships of power are still around but constructed differently. However, the idea that we are in a fourth wave has gained ground.7


This fourth wave is critical of the focus on the individual rather than the structural constraints on women, and it continues to push in all areas, particularly through online feminism. It has seen a return of the age-old tactic of huge demonstrations in many countries, linked to the defeat of Hillary Clinton and the inauguration of President Trump in the United States. The election result in the USA contributed to a sense of the world entering a period of global retrenchment on women’s rights and the need to speak up.


The concept of intersectionality, a term coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, is central to this wave.8 It stresses how gender cuts across other forms of privilege and vulnerabilities. Beyond the waves, there are many other categories of feminism that speak to different political or personal starting points: traditional, radical, socialist, conservative, good and bad feminism.9


One aspect of the feminist agenda that has rippled through the ages has been what can be summarised as the trinity of objectives. The first is the goal of equality – women being equally represented and given the same opportunities. The second is the objective of difference, the specific attention to women as women. The third aspect is about transformation, the extent to which the feminist objective is not just about policies for women, but the reimagining of what the world could look like for all.10


A few other points interlink with those already made, but need to be mentioned explicitly. These are the extent to which feminism is inclusive or not of men and how what it is to be a woman relates to sexual and transgender identities. Generally, the feminist agenda has been focused on women’s agency and their voice. However, some feminists have argued that heterosexual women have collaborated in ways that reinforce patriarchy; in other words, men are the problem, but so too are women who have relationships with them. Less radically, many feminists have argued for the importance of women-only safe spaces, particularly for survivors of violence. Others still have reasoned that nothing will change without being as inclusive as possible in our definition of women and involving men in feminism. I will return to all these controversies as we explore the web of influences on women’s lives.


This book is about women, our lives, our experiences, what it has meant to be a woman, the continuity and the changes. It is about taking our experiences out of the shadows into the spotlight. Given the unapologetic focus on half the population, even as we increasingly challenge these simple gender binaries, I’m expecting that my readership will be predominantly female. I hope I do their stories and experiences justice but also that men will be willing to put themselves in women’s shoes, to read and reflect on how the other half has lived.


The framework I return to at the end – and a constant theme throughout – involves the exploration of how women fight for space and influence in a wider ecosystem. This is most effective when it knits together three elements as tightly as possible: firstly, that of women’s agency (i.e. the voice and actions of feminist individuals), secondly of structural or institutional change, and thirdly the more nebulous wider changes in social norms.


Which brings me to my objectives. The first is to pay homage to the women who have got us this far, with their names included wherever possible. The account is necessarily selective rather than exhaustive, a centenary of millions of women’s lives squeezed into a few hundred pages. My second aim is to strengthen feminist activism as we move towards 2028 – the centenary of women gaining the parliamentary vote on equal terms with men.


The writing of social history is a political act and this book, with its call for increased vigilance and activism, is no exception. I hope it will amuse and infuriate, inform and promote debate. At the end of each of the five first chapters, I score and encourage others to evaluate the progress, from zero to five. I hope that my webpage linked to The Sylvia Pankhurst Gender Research Centre at Manchester Metropolitan University accompanying this book will also provide an avenue for further deliberation.


For the suffragettes, ‘Deeds, Not Words’ was a demand for action, not just placating promises of equality in due course. The slogan – which I have appropriated as the title for this book – remains a powerful rallying cry. We need to look back to better understand where we are going – and then we need to keep making waves.










Prologue: ‘women, imbeciles and criminals’1


This book takes 1918 as its starting point. The first year some women2 won the right to vote in national elections. However, I could not launch into the packed centenary from 1918 to 2018, without a reflection on how we got to the vote in 1918. Furthermore, although the suffrage campaign, now identified as the defining element of first-wave feminism, was momentous in its own era, its influence and that of those involved continues to resonate in the ongoing feminist narrative.


The right to vote was symbolically huge – women saw it as the key which would unlock the door to life as full citizens and that this in turn would transform their status and position in society. It had been a very long time coming.


In 1832, as the Great Reform Act extended the vote to property owners for the first time, Mary Smith from Yorkshire became the first woman to petition for the parliamentary vote – and was, inevitably, ridiculed and ignored. However, individual acts aside, the symbolic starting point of organised suffrage activism is the 1866 petition of Barbara Bodichon, Emily Davies and Elizabeth Garrett. They collected 1,521 signatures3 – a pretty impressive number today, in the age of the internet, and yet this was done in person and by hand, in less than a fortnight. The unsuccessful petition, brought to the House of Commons by the Liberal philosopher and politician John Stuart Mill, was to be the first of more than 16,000 petitions received by Parliament between 1866 and 1918. It then took another ten years before women were granted the vote on the same terms as men.4


Meanwhile, in 1881, the Isle of Man (a crown dependency of the UK) became the first country in the world to give some women (propertied single or widowed) the parliamentary vote. The vote followed the visit of two campaigners, Alice Scatcherd and its leader Lydia Becker, from the National Society for Women’s Suffrage, which had been formed in 1867, who encouraged the demand for the vote on the island. The organisation’s adviser in Manchester was Richard Marsden Pankhurst – my great-grandfather. In allowing women the vote, Tynwald (the legislature of the Isle of Man) was exerting its independence from Westminster, one politician saying: ‘Why should we always wait to follow the footsteps of England?’ Another: ‘Matters of legislation here are chiefly, if not entirely, confined to home affairs and are not these the objects of peculiar interest to women?’5


Elsewhere in the Commonwealth – then the Empire – women in Australia (not including Aborigines) and in New Zealand (including Maoris) also obtained the vote. Women’s suffrage was becoming a global if still far from inclusive concern, with feminist campaigners travelling across continents, exchanging letters and sharing debates, ideas and strategies. In 1911, three eminent women – Mrs Margaret Fisher, the wife of the Australian prime minister, Mrs Emily McGowen, the wife of the New South Wales premier, and Australia’s leading feminist and suffragist Vida Goldstein – marched in London under a Commonwealth of Australia banner stating: ‘Trust the Women Mother as I Have Done’. An Australian visitor to the UK wrote of a fellow visitor:


 


Being in London, she called at the office of the Anti-Suffrage League curious to know something of their views and methods. Ignorant of her nationality they talked to her kindly, but firmly, on the evils of the woman’s vote and ended thus: – ‘My dear, if you had the vote you would be quite changed. You would be unsexed.’ ‘Do you think so?’ said the Australian. ‘Then, perhaps it will interest you to know that I have had the vote for 15 years.’6


Muriel Matters, an Australian who joined the fight in Britain, commented a couple of years later:


 


It is a hackneyed phrase – ‘England is Conservative’ – yet coming from a younger country, where the tides of life run high and pulses beat more strenuously, one can testify to the profundity of such a statement. Into the very bones and marrow of its sea-girt people has entered that insularity . . . Every fresh idea . . . is met with a resistance worthy of their best naval traditions.7


 


In the UK, two main wings of the women’s suffrage campaign emerged. Firstly, the constitutional suffragists, united in 1897 as the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), which came to be led by Millicent Fawcett. They held meetings, lobbied, issued petitions and distributed leaflets. Then, in 1903, the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), dismissively nicknamed the ‘suffragettes’ by the Daily Mail, was established in Manchester by Emmeline Pankhurst, her daughters and a few friends. Emmeline loved the nickname and adopted it with pride. The WSPU started off closely linked to, though not affiliated with, the Independent Labour Party; and then embarked on a policy of independence, keeping the pressure on all parties but particularly on the Liberal government, targeting ministers who theoretically supported suffrage but did nothing to advance it.


The differences between the suffragists and the suffragettes have sometimes been overstated. Ultimately the women’s organisations had the same goal – for women to vote on the same terms as men. Many women joined both constitutional and militant organisations – including offshoots such as the Women’s Freedom League and the East London Federation of Suffragettes. These and many other groups often collaborated, particularly at a local level. The historian Krista Cowman reflected:


 


The extraordinary diversity of organisations – over 50 listed in the suffrage paper Votes for Women by 1914 – shows just how many women from different regions, occupations, religious and political groups wanted the vote. The need of many women to join a suffrage society that allowed them to retain another identity – as a Conservative, a Catholic, a teacher or an actress – also serves to remind us that the suffrage campaign was always about much more than just getting the vote.8


 


Over time, this diversity and complexity has been forgotten. In its place has developed a one-dimensional caricature of a suffragette. For much of the twentieth century, they were mocked and derided – the 1964 Disney classic Mary Poppins, for example, was part of a well-established pattern that ridiculed them. Yet it is suffragettes who continue to be remembered, not least because they had such a strong image and brand. The purple, white and green colours of the WSPU have become ubiquitous symbols of feminism. Increasingly, popular culture has embraced the activists, and treated them with much more respect than they had in their lifetime. At the same time, there is a tendency to gloss over their militancy – especially the most violent acts – in a way which diminishes and ‘domesticates’ them.


There has also been confusion about the different Emmelines and Emilys,9 who have become merged in the public imagination into a single image of a woman marching, being chained to the railings in Westminster, before being knocked down by a horse at the Derby. Somehow it seems too much to remember more than one famous suffrage campaigner!


Thankfully, the movement has been well documented and continues to be researched. In this, a number of initiatives have been pivotal. Firstly, in 1926, a converted pub in Marsham Street, not far from the Houses of Parliament, became home to the library of the London Society for Women’s Service. The society aimed to preserve the history of the vote and provide a resource for women in public life. Between 1953 and 2002 the library was known as the Fawcett Library. The collection consisted of books, personal memorabilia and archives, press cuttings and banners. Thanks to my mother, Rita Pankhurst, it was found space in the City of London Polytechnic, later renamed London Metropolitan University, where she was the head librarian. Additional materials such as the Emily Wilding Davison archive were added and in 2002 the expanded library opened as the Women’s Library. In 2013, the London School of Economics became the latest custodian of the collection.


Another initiative was that of the Suffragette Fellowship, formed in 1926 to keep alive the suffrage spirit, under the leadership of Edith How-Martyn. It organised annual programmes of events, published a newspaper, commissioned different commemorations, encouraged suffragettes to maintain their archives and publish autobiographies.10 Rose Lamartine Yates and her family safeguarded the growing collection, including from bomb damage. In 1950, it was taken over by what became the Museum of London. Beverley Cook, curator of Social and Working History at the Museum of London, explains: ‘The Fellowship collection, which provides a unique insight into the women who dedicated their lives to the cause, has been regarded by the Museum as one of its most significant and inspirational collections.’11


Emmeline’s old home in Nelson Street, Manchester, where the suffragette movement was born, for a long time remained abandoned but was then rescued and turned into the Pankhurst Centre. In 1987, I had the privilege of opening it with Barbara Castle. It has a small parlour, furnished to evoke the Pankhurst home, and hosts a number of women’s organisations including Manchester Women’s Aid.12 


A suffrage legacy and continuing to work on the feminist agenda are also at the heart of the Fawcett Society, formed in 1953, which remains an influential feminist charity campaigning for women’s rights and gender equality.13 Its chief executive, Sam Smethers, reflected:


 


We know from our suffrage history that the road to equality and rights for women can be long and will face many obstacles. Sometimes it feels as if we are going backwards. But at its heart our cause is about justice and freedom. Our history gives us the strength to carry on the fight to face the challenges of today.14


 


Regarding representation of the suffragettes in popular culture, the 1975 BBC series Shoulder to Shoulder is fondly remembered by many women on whom it had a lasting influence, and the 2016 film Suffragette is having a similar effect on a younger generation.


There are four interlocking reasons for a cultural resurgence of interest in the suffragette campaigners. Firstly, their cause was just and most people now agree with women’s suffrage, which has been granted on the same terms as men, almost universally. Women were finally given the right to vote and stand in municipal elections in Saudi Arabia in 2015, and the Vatican remains the only state where women do not have voting rights. In the preface to my grandmother Sylvia Pankhurst’s first book, The Suffragette, published in 1911, her mother, Emmeline, wrote: ‘When the long struggle for the enfranchisement of women is over, those who read the history of the movement will wonder at the blindness that led the Government of the day to obstinately resist so simple and obvious a measure of justice.’15


And wonder we do. The absurdity of the government’s long-drawn-out opposition to women voting is expressed in a letter of 20 March 1912 by Myra Sadd Brown while serving a sentence of two months’ hard labour for window-breaking at the War Office. She comments: ‘Mrs Pankhurst and Ethel Smyth came back to this wing yesterday . . . Oh just fancy these two great women sitting sewing all afternoon on garments for prisoners – can you imagine anything more ironic, it certainly does seem that the world is topsy-turvy. Why not put Asquith and Sir E. Grey to blacking boots?’16 The topsy-turvyness has, to some extent, been rectified.


Years later, reflecting on the struggle, another suffragette, Audrey Rees Webbe, remained both proud and incredulous. ‘I wouldn’t have missed it . . . Oh it was marvellous! Just marvellous a cloud had been lifted off you . . . Big celebration oh yes I mean it was so ludicrous because you were a woman, ridiculous, ridiculous, that everybody could vote except women, imbeciles and criminals.’17


The second reason for the interest in the suffragettes more especially is an appreciation of the unstinting courage and incredible physical and emotional strength the women showed. They faced private and public ridicule and years of setbacks from a brutal and repressive state. The campaign became ‘for freedom or death’ and the ultimate cost was paid by a few, including Mary Clarke, Emmeline Pankhurst’s sister, who died in 1910 two days after being released from Holloway Prison, having been on hunger strike and force-fed. Then there was the momentous death of Emily Wilding Davison. She had been force-fed forty-nine times and following many other forms of defiance her dramatic act of resistance was at the Derby in 1913 when she was knocked over by the horse ridden by the king’s jockey. She died soon after. Captured on Ciné film and replayed ever since, her martyrdom became an iconic image of the struggle.


What is striking is the contrast between the suffragettes’ femininity, purposely reinforced by particularly feminine attire, with the brutality they faced. The tragedy of the sacrifices continues to be deeply moving. June Purvis, one of the foremost scholars of suffrage, commented:


 


I can remember when I was filming for a TV programme about Emily Wilding Davison, being allowed to hold in my hand the small, brown leather purse that was on her person that day. It was a poignant moment. There is something about the physicality of suffragette ephemera that is deeply moving – the letter of a suffragette prisoner written on toilet paper with a blunted pencil because writing materials had been denied her, the small purse of a suffragette who died as she was making her protest.18


 


Modern-day feminists are often asked if they would have been suffragettes. Most respond they hope so, but they fear that they might not have had the courage to speak up and engage in direct action. Yet women still give thanks to the suffrage campaigners for their bravery and feel inspired to make something of their lives as a consequence. Dee, Annie, Alexandra and Noor provide examples of such testimonies:


 


It is through the acts of such women that I’m able to do my job today. (Dee Collins, chief constable, West Yorkshire Police)19


 


Just as I inherited my rights through the noble and dedicated effort of the Suffragette Movement, I feel it’s incumbent upon me to engage and make a contribution towards global justice, protection and rights for women and girls around the world. (Annie Lennox, singer and campaigner)20


 


The Pankhurst legacy shows it’s possible to make a revolutionary step for women, that equality and empowerment doesn’t just make an impact in your lifetime, but affects generations of women to come. (Alexandra Thacker – aged seventeen)21


 


The Pankhurst legacy means I’m not afraid to have ambitions, not stupid to dream, not deluded for wanting to transform the world in which we live; they taught me if they can make it possible, I can make it possible. (Noor Al-Saffar – aged fourteen)22


 


The third reason for the embracing of the suffrage activists is that they appeal to people from all backgrounds and across the party-political spectrum. The campaigners themselves came from different walks of life, from factory workers to aristocrats, and they provide role models for women from the far left to the far right, and anywhere in between.


A final reason is that, in the sometimes colourless and drab roll call of history, the suffragettes showed panache and humour, using symbolism and merchandising – everything from cups and saucers, to games, jewellery and clothes. They took politics from the tea room, to the street, to the hustings, to wherever they could. They protested at theatres and cinemas. Holiday campaigns took place from the Isle of Man to the Kent coast; women interrupted church services to pray for hunger strikers and were violently ejected for their daring. Other tactics included a boycott of the 1911 census,23 with women hiding or partying away from home. Many refused to fill in the census or commented on the form: ‘No vote no census’, ‘If I am intelligent enough to fill in this census form, I can surely make an x on a ballot form’ or ‘Dumb Politically, Blind to the Census, Deaf to the Enumerator’. At least one respondent scribbled ‘not enfranchised’ under the disability column. Emily Wilding Davison hid in a broom cupboard in a crypt in the Palace of Westminster, recording the House of Commons as her location. Her protest managed to combine the imagery of the broom cupboard – a domestic feminine preserve – the religious associations of a crypt, especially important to many suffragettes, and the goal of residence in the Houses of Parliament.


There was also the sheer scale of the movement; around 30,000 marched in a procession to Hyde Park in 1907 and in 1908 it was estimated that 300,000 to 500,000 attended the mass rally – an extraordinary number even from today’s perspective. And for each of those women, there were many more who could not participate – because of distance and cost, work or family commitments – yet who nevertheless supported the cause.


In general, male bastions of privilege were favoured targets for militant action. An official at the Tunbridge Wells cricket pavilion unwisely quipped: ‘It is not true that women are banned from the pavilion. Who do you think makes the teas?’ The suffragettes responded by burning it down.


That sense of empowerment, of women rising up, making friends with common interests, planning, fundraising, campaigning . . . and then starting all over again defines the movement. This was done patiently until the law, and more critically, social norms changed. As Lady Rhondda put it:


 


The vote was really a symbol. And the militant fight itself did more to change the status of women – because it did more to alter our own opinion of ourselves – than ever the vote did. In actual fact, in those years we were changing the attitude of a country – nay, of the world . . . That was infinitely worth the doing . . . Alter a nation’s habit of mind, and the laws will alter of themselves.24


 


What is not so well known now is how much the campaigners continued to make their mark after women got the vote in 1918. In fact, the 1920s have often been portrayed as a period of stagnation. Yet nothing could be further from the truth. Women became organisers for social, economic, political and religious reform; they became trade unionists, journalists, writers, teachers and doctors. They sustained their radicalism, taking it into their homes, relationships and families. Reflecting the many differences between women beyond the commonality of the vote, some became advocates of the British Empire and powerful allies of the government, others worked across national boundaries for peace, internationalism and humanitarian causes. There was also a proliferation of voluntary groups and societies working for improved welfare and living conditions led and sustained by women who had been politicised by the suffrage movement.


 


As for the Pankhursts, in the history of social change it is almost unheard of to have a mother and her daughters lead a movement. The Pankhursts were brought together by their feminist beliefs, but they were, over time, torn apart: by arguments such as how far to extend women’s franchise, whether leadership should be democratic or authoritarian; whether to campaign only on the vote, or bring in wider women’s rights considerations; how closely to link with other social reform agendas; whether to have a political affiliation or stay neutral. They were also split by how to respond to other events, including the world wars. These schisms within a single family and despite a common feminist agenda are telling. Their story highlights the complexity of the intersection between gender, party and global politics, religion, sexual rights and family structure. Emigration is also important to their story since they all ended up living in different countries and continents: Emmeline in Canada; Christabel in the United States; Adela in Australia and Sylvia in Ethiopia.


Once the First World War was declared, Emmeline and Christabel stopped overtly campaigning for the vote, believing they could further the cause by supporting the war effort. They became staunch nationalists, making friends of old political foes including Lloyd George, and campaigned for women to play a full part in waging war – not on the front line, but in the factories and on the land, sustaining the nation through the war effort. They were involved in shaming men into enlisting to prove their masculinity and commitment to king and country, partly by giving out white feathers and ostracising men who had not signed up.25 As part of the war effort, for a while Emmeline also adopted four orphaned ‘war babies’ and campaigned for other families to do the same. At the end of 1917, Emmeline and Christabel formed the Women’s Party, the first attempt at an independent women’s parliamentary party. It espoused patriotism, practical solutions to the war such as reducing food wastage, introducing food kitchens and cooperative housing, abolishing trade unions, and adopting progressive feminist policies. These included equal pay for equal work, equal marriage and divorce laws, maternity benefits, equal rights for parents and equality in public service.26 Christabel stood and lost in the Smethwick constituency in Staffordshire in 1918 as a Women’s Party candidate, gaining 48 per cent of the vote but losing by 778 votes. Soon after, the party disintegrated and both women embarked on new phases in their lives.


Emmeline went on to travel extensively in the United States and became a Canadian citizen. She came back to England and joined the Conservative Party, planning to stand for elections. However, she fell ill and died on 14 June 1928, the final stage for the Equal Franchise Bill of 1928 taking place on the day of her funeral.27


Emmeline is regularly named in lists of the most influential people of the twentieth century.28 On 14 July each year, her official birthday,29 the Suffragette Fellowship – which had raised funds for and overseen the building of a statue of her in Victoria Tower Gardens beside the Houses of Parliament – started the tradition of putting purple, green and white flowers by her statue. The tradition is now continued by the Conservative Women’s Association, which annually lays a wreath there. In 1968, Emmeline was the first non-royal female to be commemorated on a stamp, as part of the fifty-year anniversary of 1918. In 2015 people voted overwhelmingly for Emmeline in a competition to celebrate Mancunian women. A statue of her made by the sculptor Hazel Reeves is due to be unveiled in St Peter’s Square in 2019.30


Christabel, Emmeline’s oldest daughter, was the strategist and the family member most committed to militancy. In 1912, she escaped imprisonment for suffragette activities, fleeing to France. She also campaigned on ‘purity for men’, i.e. chastity outside marriage given the dangers from sexually transmitted diseases, which would be blamed on women. After her failure to get into Parliament, she moved to California in 1921 and became a prominent member of the Protestant Second Adventist movement. She returned to the UK in the 1930s and, in a complete reversal of fortune, was honoured by King George V as a ‘Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire’ before returning to the United States where she died on 13 February 1958. The University of Manchester is opening a research institute, the Christabel Pankhurst Institute for Research in Health, Technology and Innovation, in her honour.


Adela, Emmeline’s youngest daughter, had been a tireless northern activist of the WSPU. She was shipped off to Australia by Emmeline in 1914 for health reasons and because Emmeline was fearful of emerging political differences between them. There she married and with her husband, Tom Walsh, was active in the militant Seamen’s Union and, in 1920, became a founding member of the Australian Communist Party. Although she remained a lifelong pacifist, her political views moved from the far left to the far right. She became involved in the Australian Women’s Guild of Empire in 1927 to campaign against Communism, safeguard family and Christian values, and provide support to working-class women in the face of the economic depression. Subsequently she was involved in the anti-British Australia First Movement and in 1942 was the only Australian woman to be interned by a government fearful of her and her husband’s Japanese sympathies, although these were based on their pacifism. Adela died in Sydney on 23 May 1961. Her granddaughter Susan Hogan shared:


 


Because Adela alienated both sides of politics she has a lot of critics, but her optimism about the inherent goodness of human nature, her trusting nature and generosity inspired a protective love in everyone who was not ideologically driven to oppose her. People still living who knew her remember her with affection and respect. One small maybe trivial example of her influence that I was reminded of as I stooped to pick up a discarded glass bottle on my walk before writing to you this morning. I always collect trash as I walk especially in community space: a habit started when Adela told the unwilling eight-year-old me that it didn’t matter that I didn’t drop the trash, our responsibility to the public benefit was more important than how I felt.


 


My grandmother Sylvia was Emmeline’s middle daughter. She was the artist behind many suffragette designs and campaigned in the East End of London, including by editing a series of newspapers, and at the same time looked for solutions to the practical needs of impoverished women. Like a number of others, she was expelled from the WSPU by Christabel and Emmeline but continued the work regardless, under the new name of the East London Federation of Suffragettes. She was a pacifist in the First World War, sympathetic to the Easter Rising in Ireland, and was quick to speak out about the danger of fascism prior to the Second World War. By then, Sylvia had become increasingly involved in domestic and international left-wing politics. Mary Davis, who wrote about her radical politics, explains:


 


Sylvia Pankhurst made a substantial contribution as one of the first propagandists for Bolshevism in Britain, founding the People’s Russian Information Bureau. Her group, the Workers’ Socialist Federation (WSF), was the first in Britain to affiliate to the Third International (Comintern) and Sylvia herself attended its 2nd congress in 1920. Lenin makes no less than 10 major references to Sylvia Pankhurst – more than any other British revolutionary socialist. She and her group were part of the unity talks to form the Communist Party of Great Britain which she joined briefly in 1921.31


 


Sylvia had a son, with her partner, the anarchist Italian refugee Silvio Corio, ‘out of wedlock’ partly because, like other radical feminists, she felt marriage epitomised gender inequality. Following her experience of childbirth, she became concerned about improving maternity provision for the poor. She lived and worked with Silvio, a typographer and journalist, until his death in 1954. Their son was my father, Richard Keir Pethick Pankhurst. The author Shirley Harrison remembered:


 


I grew up in Winston Churchill’s constituency of Woodford Green when, to my parents’ dismay, Sylvia was living four roads away from my home. On the way to Sainsbury’s I had to pass the house and was warned by my mother to walk past quickly on the far side of the road ‘just in case she appears’.32


 


Harrison ended up writing her neighbour’s biography many years later, ‘in admiration’.


Sylvia was the first British editor to employ a black journalist, Claude McKay, a Jamaican writer and poet, and was involved in numerous international initiatives including the pan-African movement. When Ethiopia was invaded by Italy in 1935 and the League of Nations failed to act, she took up the cause, becoming an ally of the Ethiopian Emperor, Haile Selassie, who was exiled in Bath. In 1936 she had a stone anti-war monument erected in front of her home, to highlight the horrors of bombing on civilians. At the age of seventy-four, Sylvia went to live in Addis Ababa. There, together with her son Richard, she continued to write and edit, for a cultural magazine this time – the Ethiopia Observer. She also fundraised for Ethiopia’s first teaching hospital, and was involved in establishing the Social Service Society. She died in Ethiopia on 27 September 1960 and was given a state funeral and buried in front of the Holy Trinity Cathedral in Addis Ababa, the first foreigner given this honour and laid in the area reserved for Ethiopian patriots.


Remembrances of Sylvia Pankhurst in the UK include an annual lecture in her name in Sheffield and a Memorial Hall and Green in Woodford, East London. In Tower Hamlets, at Mile End Hospital, a Sylvia Pankhurst Centre provides contraception and sexual health services. Her paintings of women at work and some of the suffragette materials she designed were exhibited at Tate Britain in 2013 and the paintings will be shown at the Manchester Museum of Art in 2018. A dance, hip hop, soul and funk piece called Sylvia has also been co-written by Kate Prince and Priya Parmar for the centenary. A statue of Sylvia is due to be erected on Clerkenwell Green in Islington and Manchester Metropolitan University has inaugurated a Gender Research Centre in her name. Kate Cook and Julia Rouse, at the Centre, reflected:


 


Sylvia’s legacy and spirit act as a strong rallying point for our research and activism and we are hugely proud to be associated with her legacy.33


 


The Pankhurst family name and legacy continue. My father, Richard, was a scholar and campaigner for Ethiopia’s cultural heritage. In 2017, he joined his mother, Sylvia, at her final resting place, following a state funeral honouring him for his outstanding work for Ethiopia. My mother, Rita Pankhurst, as mentioned above, was involved in ensuring the existence of the Women’s Library and has written about Ethiopian women in history. My brother is an anthropologist living in and writing about Ethiopia.


I have been shaped by my Pankhurst background and the British and Ethiopian connections. My personal life, academic background and career have had international feminism at their core. Within this theme, two events brought me even closer to my forebears. The first was an invitation to meet Danny Boyle, which resulted in my and my daughter’s involvement in the Opening Ceremony of the 2012 London Olympics. We joined others selected to represent the suffragettes, stayed in touch through a Facebook group, and now continue to campaign and march together as the Olympic Suffragettes. Aceil and Lesley, two members of the group, shared their experience as follows:


 


I had never identified myself as a feminist; to me, it was a niche group of women who represented something that I felt alienated from, especially as I have never seen my gender hold me back – thank you mum and dad. But joining the suffragettes at the London Olympics, and indeed on our ventures since, I have learnt that my privilege stems from others fighting for my rights and saying this is not right. I wear the feminist badge with honour now and I would encourage others to do the same.34


 


There was much talk around the Olympics about legacy and for me this legacy – our legacy – has been most unexpected. It’s been about new and continuing friendships and an awareness of the issues that still affect women today and knowing that collectively – continuing the work of the suffragettes – change can happen.35


 


A couple of years later, I was contacted by Sarah Gavron, who was directing the film Suffragette. I provided approval, support and advice, and my daughter and I had small cameo parts in the film. There followed a few years of its promotion across five continents.


Throughout my life, I have been asked what the suffragettes would make of how far we have come and what I thought. Based on the increasing interest and my own feminist journey it felt like time to answer these questions. The result is this book with its long lens looking back, but also one holding a magnifying glass to the present – and with expectations of the future. It is a personal – but also a collaborative – account.
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Figure 2: Olympic suffragettes in front of Parliament during UK Feminista’s feminist lobby of Parliament 2012. Photographer: Guy Bell
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Politics


‘If we allow women in the House where will this emancipation end?’ (Earl Ferrers, House of Lords Debates)1


 


Caring for children and other members of the family has traditionally been thought of as the woman’s role, while men as well as being head of the household have also claimed the public world. There are exceptions to the pattern: matriarchal societies such as the Mosuo in China, the Akan of Ghana, the Bribri of Costa Rica and the legendary Amazons of central Eurasia. Even in patriarchal societies, some queens have ruled, such as the female pharaohs in Egypt, Maria Theresa in Austria, Catherine the Great in Russia, Empress Dowager Cixi in China and in Ethiopia, Makeda, the legendary Queen of Sheba. In the UK, Boudicca reigned around 60 ad and became an icon of British defiance as the Celtic queen who fought the Romans.


Queen Elizabeth I was portrayed as ‘Gloriana’ and the ‘Virgin Queen’. During the approach of the Spanish Armada in 1588 she is said to have declared: ‘I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too; and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders of my realm.’2


On the other hand, Queen Victoria, despite her position as Queen of the British Empire, wrote in 1870: ‘Let women be what God intended, a helpmate for man, but with totally different duties and vocations.’3 The same year she commented in a private letter: ‘Lady Amberley [a suffragist] ought to get a good whipping. Were women to unsex themselves by claiming equality with men, they would become the most hateful, heathen and disgusting of beings and would surely perish without male protection.’4


Notwithstanding their success as monarchs, both Queen Elizabeth I and Queen Victoria were uncomfortable with challenges to the social order.


Times are a changing, however. Since the accession of Queen Elizabeth II in 1952, the idea that a queen needs to portray herself as a surrogate male has become unconscionable. Elizabeth is the world’s longest-serving monarch, male or female, the sovereign figurehead in more than thirty countries. Thirteen British prime ministers have had regular meetings with her and she has exercised her right to advise and be consulted. As with her predecessors, the Queen has not been overtly associated with promoting women’s rights. Nevertheless, notable symbolic acts have demonstrated her willingness to make a point, witness her decision to drive King Abdullah of Saudi Arabia in her Land Rover on her estate, knowing that women were prohibited from driving in his country. Journalist Emma Barnett writes: ‘In a world still dominated by men at the upper echelons of society, there has been something comforting and bloody brilliant about having a female monarch at the helm of our country – year in, year out.’5


The Right to Vote


The 1918 Act giving some women the right to vote was passed, resoundingly, by 385 votes to 55 in the House of Commons then led by a coalition (Conservative and Liberal) government, and by 134 to 71 in the Lords. The years of conflict over the matter had exhausted all parties and, according to some historians, a resolution had begun to look likely when war broke out.6 This cataclysmic event changed society in many ways: old hierarchies of gender, class and age waned. Women took on men’s work as well as looking after families. A number of women’s groups as well as Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst had been actively campaigning to support the war effort; at the same time, the demand for women’s franchise had not gone away.7 Some campaigners allied themselves to Liberal and independent-minded Conservative MPs, while others worked with those Labour MPs who advocated the inclusion of women in future reform bills.8 By 1918, even the ‘dinosaurs’ in Parliament had changed their minds, and given that women were enfranchised in an increasing number of countries around the world it was embarrassing to be left behind.


Only those aged over thirty who were householders, wives of householders, occupiers of property with an annual rent of £5 or more, or graduates of British universities were given the vote in 1918. The Act also ensured that men were the majority of the electorate since all men aged over twenty-one and those who had turned nineteen and were serving during the war were also given the vote. Fearing the nation could be overly influenced by women given the losses from the war and because women generally live longer than men, the Conservative government only enfranchised wealthier and older women. Their assumption was that this group were more likely to vote Conservative. Self-interest as the driving motive behind policy change or policy obstruction resurfaces time and again. The exclusion of younger and poorer women – those who had done most of the war work – is at odds with the standard argument that the vote was a ‘reward’ for their service. That same year, with little fuss, the Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act allowed women over twenty-one to stand for Parliament. The result was the anomaly that a woman could be too young to vote and yet stand to be a Member of Parliament.


Suffrage organisations continued to lobby, and held protest meetings and parades to highlight this absurdity and demand equal franchise, joined now by the women MPs already in Parliament, and across party lines. The illogical age difference could not be sustained and despite opposition from diehards such as Winston Churchill – and the Daily Mail – equal voting rights were eventually granted by the Conservative government in 1928.9


In the meantime, once it was clear that women would make up part of the electorate, Parliament started to take women’s interests more seriously. Between 1918 and full franchise in 1928, more than twenty Acts that concerned women and children were drawn up. These included ones addressing maternity and child welfare; making it unlawful to bar women from public office or certain civil and judicial positions; equal grounds for divorce; strengthening mothers’ rights and claims over their children; and pensions to widows.10


In 1918, 8.5 million women in the UK, just under 40 per cent of the electorate, were added to the 13 million male electorate; then in 1929, the first election where all women over twenty-one could vote, for the first time there were more women voters, 15 million, compared with 13.5 million men.


Frustratingly, the turnout data was not initially gender disaggregated.11 However, from when we have the breakdown to the present, there seems to be little overall gender difference to turnout figures. For example, in 1992 78 per cent of women and 77 per cent of men voted, and in the 2015 election the 1 per cent difference was reversed with 67 per cent of men and 66 per cent of women.12 Historically much more relevant than gender have been other socio-economic factors: with, for instance, the older electorate voting consistently more than the younger ones.13 Even in 2017, declared as one in which the young were ‘switched onto’ politics, while 57 per cent of eighteen- and nineteen-year-olds voted, for those aged seventy-plus the figure was 84 per cent.14


 


Despite women gaining the right to vote, attitudes persisted that women did not, or should not, have their own political opinion. For example, Ann Goulden, a descendant of one of Emmeline’s brothers, shared: ‘Soon after I was first married, there was an election. I was studying the various parties’ pamphlets, when [my husband] informed me not to bother reading them as I would be voting as he did. Needless to say, I voted as I wanted, after all he couldn’t follow me into the booth. This was 1958.’15


There is still a perception that women’s political views may be more malleable than men’s.16 In 2015 at least twice as many women as men were estimated to be swing voters.17 Why? Is it because they are uninterested? Or because the political system does not seem to represent women’s interests? Conversely, why do men have greater certainty? Are their identities more linked to a particular party through work and social circles? Or do they place a higher priority on reaching a viewpoint and then not revisiting it?


I am regularly asked what my great-grandmother Emmeline and the other suffragettes would make of the fact that millions of women who could vote still fail to do so. My response is that it is surprising that around the same proportion of women as men are voting, given how little Parliament looks like them and reflects their interest. There is also a catch-22 situation, with those who feel least represented and least valued being the least likely to vote. Historically this has included the young and the poor abdicating the little power that they have. For ourselves and for the sake of those who came before us we must all take responsibility, grab opportunities and create new ones for the generations to come.18


What party did women vote for and how has this changed? Overall, the pattern in the UK is that more women than men have voted Conservative.19 The Conservative–Labour gender gap has been mostly less than 10 per cent, with variations along the way. The difference decreased over time; however, it has been unusual.20 In other countries, even where conservative parties initially gave women the vote, women have tended to vote for the left – the explanation being that women’s unequal role in society makes them more progressive.21 The UK follows this trend in the smaller parties, as more women support the left-leaning Greens, and fewer support UKIP, which has appealed mostly to older, male, working-class, white and less educated voters.22 However, lest we fall into simple stereotyping, it was a woman, Rotha Lintorn-Orman, who set up the first fascist movement in the UK, the British Fascisti in 1923.23


As well as the older regional parties, a newcomer to the wider political scene is the Women’s Equality Party (WEP) formed by journalist Catherine Mayer and broadcaster/comedian Sandi Toksvig. As Sandi explained: ‘I was giving a talk in 2015 about the suffragettes . . . those magnificent women who fought so hard for the right for women in Britain to vote . . . and as I’m talking, what I realised was, this was not a history I was giving, this was not something where the job was done, this was something where there is so much still to do.’24


The party aims to be a cross-party pressure group and women and men are encouraged to belong to WEP without abandoning other party affiliations. As of March 2017, it had 65,000 members operating through 173 branches. This contrasted with 8,300 Welsh Plaid Cymru members, 55,500 UKIP, 82,000 Liberal Democrat, 120,000 SNP, 149,800 Conservative, and 517,000 Labour.25


As for standing to be a Member of Parliament, it was not until a few weeks before the general election of 1918 that women knew they could be candidates. Out of the 1,623 candidates, 17 women stood, and only one succeeded: the suffragette and socialist Countess Constance Markievicz, as a member of Sinn Féin. She did not take her seat because Sinn Féin were boycotting Parliament. Markievicz had taken part in the Easter Rising as a member of the Irish Citizen Army, a revolutionary socialist militia, and was the most senior woman to have done so. She was sentenced to death for her part in it, though this was commuted to a life sentence. Released under a general amnesty, she was then re-imprisoned for sedition and fought her Westminster campaign from prison. Women effectively ran her campaign in her absence, and Markievicz herself hoped that her constituency could be made into ‘a rallying ground for women and a splendid centre for constructive work by women’.26


There are a number of ironies here. First, because she did not take her seat, symbolising the problem of women’s invisibility even when they are elected. Second, with the Irish question, the first woman to be elected to Westminster represented those who challenged Westminster’s authority. Third, she may not have been able to take her seat anyway because, as a woman, she had lost her British nationality on marrying a foreigner – even ignoring the fact that she had been convicted of treason. After Irish independence, she was elected to the revolutionary Dáil and served as Minister for Labour 1919–22 – the first female Cabinet minister in Europe. It would be another sixty years before another woman would serve in a Cabinet in the Irish Free State or Republic.27


The irony continues: in 1919, the first woman MP to take her seat was an American, Lady Nancy Astor, married to an American-born British politician. She had not been involved in the suffrage campaign. In her maiden speech she commented: ‘I know that it was very difficult for some hon. Members, to receive the first lady MP into the House. It was almost as difficult for some of them as it was for the lady MP herself to come in. Hon. Members, however, should not be frightened of what Plymouth sends out into the world. After all, I suppose when Drake and Raleigh wanted to set out on their venturesome careers, some cautious person said, “Do not do it; it has never been tried before. You stay at home, my sons, cruising around in home waters” ’28 Amongst other influences, she successfully introduced a bill raising the legal age of drinking from fourteen to eighteen. She would receive 2,000 letters a week from women, and worked on building a women’s voice within Parliament.29


Her experience was repeated in the election of 1923, when the anti-suffragist Scottish Unionist Party MP Katharine Stewart-Murray, the Duchess of Atholl, became the first woman MP in Scotland and the first to serve in a Conservative and Unionist government. She explained the problem that: ‘The women of this country have a charming habit of thinking that it is they who have sent you there and that you are only responsible to them.’30 Another political maverick, she was nicknamed the Red Duchess because of her international policies, including the evacuation to the UK of 3,840 Basque children in 1936 at the start of the Spanish Civil War. Her stand against appeasement forced a by-election in 1938, which she narrowly lost.31


The first female in Cabinet was Margaret Bondfield, elected in 1923 and Minister of Labour in 1929. She also became the first woman privy counsellor. After losing her post at the next general election, Bondfield continued as a trade unionist and a social reformer, working on urban poverty.32


Ellen Wilkinson, a suffragist, became the Labour MP for Middlesbrough East in 1924 and then for Jarrow. She is remembered most for initiating the 1936 Jarrow March against unemployment and poverty. She ensured that interest rates on loans and repossessions were curbed in the Hire Purchase Act of 1938. She was nicknamed ‘The Shelter Queen’, having overseen the provision of indoor ‘Morrison shelters’ against bombing during the war. In 1945, she became the first woman Minister for Education, raising the school leaving age to fifteen and bringing in free school milk and school meals.33


With some exceptions, the first women politicians served for less than three years. Until the end of the Second World War there were no more than fifteen at any one time. Women’s representation improved very, very slowly over the decades until the 1997 election with a doubling of women MPs from 60 to 120, an increase from 9 to 18 per cent of the total. The euphoria was only slightly dented by the fact that this was still a long way from 50 per cent, and by the Daily Mail photo caption of the women Labour MPs as ‘Blair’s Babes’.


In the 2010 election, 73 new women MPs were elected. True to form, the Daily Mail called them the ‘Cameron Cuties’. In 2015, only a total of 456 women had joined the Commons, just surpassing the number of men sitting in Parliament at that point.34 By June 2017, the proportion of women had risen to 32 per cent and the Cabinet had 26 per cent women.35 Compared with other countries in the world, the UK was still ranked a lowly 43rd out of 192 in terms of female representation in the lower chamber.36 Meanwhile, in 2017, female representation in the Lords – of which more later on – was also only 26 per cent,37 not much more than the global average, which was 23 per cent.38 The lack of diversity in both houses also applies to all other socio-economic characteristics.39


In the last twenty-five years or so, with some fits and starts, the different parties have gradually moved towards the use of quotas to counter the over-representation of men in Parliament. Labour implemented a range of different policies from the 1992 elections, the most effective being to have all-women shortlists for half the winnable seats. This resulted in an increase from 37 to 101 women Labour MPs.40 However, the strategy was successfully challenged under the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act, the result being that fewer women MPs were elected in 2001. After internal lobbying the Sex Discrimination (Election Candidates) Act 2002 was introduced allowing positive discrimination until 2030. At the 2017 elections 45 per cent of Labour MPs elected were women and a target was set for 50 per cent by the next election.


Meanwhile, in 2001, the Liberal Democrats – with only 3 women among its 52 MPs – rejected quotas. Shirley Williams accused her party of being ‘backward and old fashioned’.41 They subsequently adopted a target of 40 per cent women in winnable seats, but did not devise any mechanism to make this happen.42 In 2017, in its much diminished party, 4 women, representing 33 per cent of the Liberal Democrats, were elected. In the meantime the SNP, which was implementing quotas, had overtaken the Lib Dems as the third party in Parliament. In 2017, there were 12 women SNP MPs, 34 per cent of their party.43


There were only 17 female Conservative MPs in 2005, representing 9 per cent. David Cameron started to introduce so-called ‘A-lists’ in 2009 to increase diversity despite opposition including from some female MPs.44 In 2010, the number increased to 49 and then to 67 in 2017, representing 21 per cent, the highest percentage to date in that party.45


In 2017, a Women and Equality Committee report recommended that political parties in Britain should legislate for at least 45 per cent female candidates. The recommendation was rejected. In frustration, the Conservative MP and Chair of the Committee Maria Miller commented:


 


It’s very disappointing the Government rejected all of the Committee recommendations for getting more women in Parliament. Political parties are not the only agent of change – Parliament itself and Government itself have crucial roles to play. They can’t bury their heads in the sand!46


 


Despite the obstacles, across parties, the view has gained ground that whether you like it or not, quotas work.47 This is especially the case with a ‘quota-plus’ system in which parties also recruit, train, mentor and support those who come forward.48 Greater transparency in the candidate selection process including the need to publish the gender and ethnicity of candidates in political parties would also shine a light on where problems persist. The voting system itself also has a significant influence, with proportional representation (PR) tending to increase women’s presence. Despite suggestions from 1917 onwards, Westminster continues to operate a ‘first past the post’ scheme.49


Comparing the main parties, can an assessment be made of which has been the more beneficial for most women over the last hundred years? For the Conservatives, the ideological link to gender has often been with the image of the sensible housewife looking after a household budget, and as a party that is fiscally responsible, in favour of free trade, ‘choice’ and people being left to get on with fulfilling their economic potential. The Conservatives have given the nation not just its first female prime minister but also its second one. We have had progressive Conservative governments, for example in the 1920s – with numerous policies aimed at women – and regressive ones, as with the public-sector cuts of the 1980s and from 2010.


The Liberals, operating within a less materialist explanation of gender inequality, were the first to develop a women’s wing and it was the Social Democratic Party that first considered but did not implement a quota system. They have been socially progressive in arguing for gender-based discrimination and have pushed for proportional representation.


The Labour years 1997–2010 were arguably the closest so far to a feminist government, with the introduction of a Cabinet minister for women and initiatives addressing violence against women – including the Sexual Offences Act and the Equality Act. Overall, the left has tended to see class inequality in material terms. The assumption has always been that strengthening workers’ rights and combating poverty would address women’s concerns since they are overly represented among the poor. But this position has ignored how women can be oppressed within their own class. The Labour Party’s historic close ties to trade unions and a male-dominated group-think has alienated many women.


 


 


Trade Unions


The story of women in trade unions mirrors that of their struggle for inclusion, voice and power within other parts of our democracy, and most trade unions fought against women’s interests, in order to safeguard men’s jobs. There were exceptions, with women significantly involved in the textile industry in the North of England, and a small number of women’s unions, including the National Association of Women Civil Servants, which disbanded in 1959, and the National Union of Women Teachers, disbanded in 1961.


Unions started to take women’s interests more seriously from the 1970s. However, by that time the power of the unions was curtailed and their very survival under threat because of government policies including rules limiting secondary strike action.50 Numerically, the figures for trade union membership by 2015 were very similar to those a hundred years before, at 6.5 million. Given the growth of the workforce during the intervening century, this represents a shrinking percentage of workers. Now only 28 per cent of female employees and 22 per cent of male employees belong to trade unions, the greater percentage of women in stark contrast to the early years.51


As leaders, women trade unionists remain the exception, though sometimes particularly powerful ones. The TUC appointed its first woman General Secretary in 144 years: Frances O’Grady in 2013. She rose through the ranks, working and raising a family as a single mother, and championed the rights of part-time workers and the low-paid. Even where the overall power and structure of unions have not shifted, they often have a kernel of activist women in feminist sections.


 


In the Labour Party, possibly because of the valuing of those who are part of the collective and a dislike of individualism, women – who by definition are in some senses different – have not been able to belong enough to get the top job.52 Even in the recent past the party has had to fend off accusations of misogyny.53 Nevertheless, Labour remains a party of social reform in ways that have benefited the vast majority of women and they have had a greater percentage of female MPs than the other major parties. Regional parties have tended to be similar to Labour in their left-wing leanings.


The welfare state, introduced from 1945, generated many benefits for women, but it operated within a framework where heads of households were assumed to be male. And it is not necessarily the party in power when a particular law is passed that should be thanked for beneficial changes. The 1975 Sex Discrimination Act was implemented by the Labour Party, but was based on reports from select committee work under the previous Conservative government. To some extent, policy paths continue and are extended by different parties once a precedent is set. For instance, the Labour government introduced the Civil Partnership Act in 2004 and then the Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition went one step further, changing this to equal marriage under the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act in 2013.


Over the years party manifestos show differences in targeting the female voter. In 1918, when there was a fear that women would vote as a bloc, policies were geared to women’s interests. Once it became clear their voting patterns were not so different from men’s, the policies ‘dried up’, although external events including the financial crash in 1929 and the rise of fascism in Europe contributed to the crowding out of women’s concerns. The parties have, however, continued to woo women voters. Labour in 1997 commenced a national ‘Listening to Women’ campaign, which led to some of their key policies including flexible working regulations, enhanced childcare provision and strategies to deal with teenage pregnancy. In 2005, they introduced a women MPs’ battle bus that toured the country; and did so again in 2015 – this time the bus was pink to gain more attention. The mainstream media was happy to oblige, denouncing it as ‘sexist twaddle’.54


The record of any one government is the result of different influences at play. As a positive example, the 2010–15 Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition introduced greater flexibility in parental leave, the right to request flexible working for all, greater support with childcare and a number of Acts addressing violence against women. On the negative side, most notable was the attempted inclusion of rape anonymity for the accused, which created a huge backlash and was dropped, and the decision to cut public services rather than increase taxes, a choice with gendered ramifications. There was also the episode of David Cameron’s exchange with Angela Eagle when he told her to ‘Calm down, dear’, then batted it away as a joke, rather than apologising.55


If there is a dominant theme, it is that a male-dominated Parliament has been slow to take seriously the concerns of women MPs. The protracted process of getting equal pay legislation, of which more in the next chapter, is evidence of how sluggish the law has been. Arguably without exception – both in presentation and content – the gender agenda has been an add-on rather than embedded in policymaking.


Women’s Support from Their Parties?


Even before women entered Parliament, they were involved in party-political organisations. Women’s branches provided essential support to parties in canvassing, fundraising and generally fuelling the workings of the political machinery. The women’s wings were sometimes also able to hold the parties to account on gender concerns. They were less successful at forming gender-based alliances across parties.


The Women’s Liberal Federation set up in 1877 was, in the years leading up to 1918, at odds with its party’s leadership, which opposed the women’s franchise. Nevertheless, it had influence on the party before and after, and particularly towards the end of the 1920s when it had around 100,000 members. In more recent years it supported equal pay, family allowances and divorce law reform, with some individual male politicians – such as David Owen MP and Lord Lester – important allies at key moments.


By 1929, the Women’s Labour League had 250,000 members in over 1,800 sections. This was a Labour pressure organisation founded in 1906. Women were over half the members of the League and feminist concerns were regularly presented at Labour Women’s Conferences.56 How they were received within the national policymaking body varied. Successes included the establishment in the 1980s of the Labour Women’s Action Committee, the Parliamentary Labour Party Women’s Committee and the Labour Women’s Network, which helped to create the influential position of Minister for Women. In 1993, the ‘Assisted Places Scheme’ failed with its attempt to require ballot papers to include women. Tellingly, it became labelled ‘the tarts’ charter’.57 More successful was Emily’s list UK, launched by the MP Barbara Follett to provide financial support to female Labour candidates, on the 75th anniversary of the first right to vote. The most recent initiative has been the 2016 launch of the Jo Cox Women in Leadership programme, which aims to encourage and support Labour women through a training scheme.


In the Conservative Party, what is now called the Conservative Women’s Organisation had 4,000 branches by 1924 and is said to have had a million members by 1928.58 It continues as a separate body and has pushed for policies relating to women’s concerns such as low-cost housing, equal pay and an end to post-Second World War austerity. A Women’s Policy Group was also established within the party in 1962 and in 1968 the party set up a committee to explore gender equality. Its rather patronisingly titled report ‘Fair Share for the Fair Sex’ became the basis for legislation concerning women’s rights after the party came to office in 1970.59 Something similar happened prior to the 2010 election, when a substantial policy review from the women’s section fed into the party’s manifesto.60 In 2005, the campaigning organisation Women2Win was founded by Theresa May and Baroness Jenkin, which aimed to strengthen the Conservative Party’s commitment to selecting women for winnable seats.


So, again, the record is mixed: despite assisting the party machinery in great numbers, and sometimes being powerful, women’s sections have more often than not been sidestepped.61 Nevertheless, some training and peer-support has been available through the years. Moreover, good practice could also be infectious between parties. As the Conservative MP Nicky Morgan put it:


 


[In] 2010 the number of female Conservative MPs was boosted. After watching how the Labour women supported each other we began organising meetings to which Ministers were invited and asked to explain how their policies related to women. We also ensured we had female MPs in the Chamber for relevant debates and questions so that the Labour Party didn’t have a monopoly in talking about women’s views.62


Parliament and Women


‘Enemy territory’ was what the House of Commons felt like for women a hundred years ago. The vast majority of members initially treated women as ‘space invaders’.63 Parliament operated like an old white gentlemen’s club with a shared sense of entitlement. Many members had gone to the same set of schools and networks and had similar interests. To lessen the shock and inevitable comments, the first female MP, Nancy Astor, avoided colour and always wore a white blouse, black skirt, a jacket with a white flower and a hat.


The early female politicians faced numerous humiliations including a lack of toilets and restrictions on the use of the Smoking Room and the Commons Dining Room. The ‘Ladies’ Members Room was mockingly nicknamed ‘The Boudoir’,64 or by Ellen Wilkinson, the ‘Tomb’, which more accurately described it.65 Women addressing the House were jeered, with male MPs shouting ‘melons’ and jiggling imaginary breasts.66 Until televising of the debates began in 1989, the culture of heavy drinking also contributed to unacceptable behaviour.67


Black women MPs, those from working-class backgrounds, and gay or bisexual women faced additional discrimination and found it difficult to shift Parliament’s make-up. For example, Diane Abbott, the first black woman elected to Parliament in 1987, explained:


 


I became active in politics in the 1980s, at a time of enormous turmoil – there were riots in Brixton, Liverpool and Bristol, ‘Scrap sus’ was a huge issue and young black men were seen as the enemy within, just as young Muslim men are today . . . It is easy to stand up for the civil liberties of our friends or of people in our trade union, but it is not easy to stand up for the civil liberties of people who are unpopular, suspect and look suspicious.68


 


Women MPs who were older found that they faced double standards around attitudes to ageing and younger ones found that they tended to be taken less seriously.69 Even in 2016, Mhairi Black was referring to Westminster as: ‘Still a complete boys club . . . patronising, sexist, arrogant . . . a totally defunct institution that allows tradition to rule over reason.’70 One of the traditions is entitlement based on seniority, for example as chairs of select committees. This results in different rights to speak first, and to how much you can speak, with the consequence that women are less likely to have a voice.71 To compound this, a study in 2014 showed that only 24 per cent of witnesses and only 17 per cent of experts called to Commons committees were women.72


Another study in 2014 found that 28 per cent of men in Parliament had no children, compared with 45 per cent of women – and this compared with 20 per cent of women with no children in the same age bracket nationally.73 For women MPs who had children, the age of their eldest when they first entered Parliament was sixteen compared with twelve for men. Having or not having children was political: if you had children, what were you doing entering Parliament? If you did not you were considered unfit for the job, something Betty Boothroyd, who went on to become Speaker of the House between 1992 and 2000, was accused of.74


Women MPs also faced problems with access to childcare and breastfeeding facilities. After years of campaigning, in 2010 a nursery was opened for the Parliamentary Estate; the Speaker John Bercow being one of its strongest advocates. Late-night sittings introduced in 1945 were another problem for those who could not get back to see their children after work. Following sustained pressure, these were reduced and by 2014–15, sitting after 10 p.m. took place only on sixteen occasions, compared with more than 70 per cent of the time between 1979 and 2002.75 Conservative MP Nicky Morgan explained: ‘A cross party group of women worked together to secure changes to the sitting hours of the House in the 2010–2015 Parliament. Many of us felt it was more important than ever to follow a more normal working week and we were supported in this by many of our male colleagues.’76


Following the campaigning by Lib Dem Jo Swinson and Labour’s Lucy Powell, successes also include the lifting of the ban on babies in the lobby, allowing parents to be ‘nodded through’ during the voting process – an already established system by which an MP’s vote can be counted as long as they are on the premises. On the down side, family travel expenses between home and work were cut.


Although the procedures within Westminster have created barriers for women, there have always been influential men championing women’s interests, such as the Speaker John Bercow as just mentioned. He also commissioned ‘The Good Parliament’, a report by Professor Sarah Childs, which in 2016 made forty-three recommendations, each attached to a named responsible decision-maker. These covered equality of participation, parliamentary infrastructure and the culture of the Commons.77


Despite progress, there have also been tragic setbacks. On 16 June 2016, the Labour MP Jo Cox, who had previously been subjected to internet harassment, was shot and stabbed to death while doing her constituency work. A week later, on what would have been her 42nd birthday, her life was commemorated at a rally in London using the words from her maiden speech, ‘we have far more in common than that which divides us’. Among the crowd stood a hundred women activists, wearing black and sashes in suffragette colours.


Jo Cox had been a great enthusiast of the suffragettes. As her friend Jess Phillips MP shared later: ‘I attended the brilliant celebration of the interment of Jo Cox’s ashes with her family this week, danced and sang suffragette songs as Jo and I certainly walked shoulder to shoulder into the fray.’78


Sarah Champion wrote: ‘I will continue to do my part to get better representation but also to challenge the increasing violence against women and girls in this country and internationally.’79 And Anna Turley: ‘With all the noise and anger and aggression it is easy to forget why we are here and what we are here to do and how we can make it better for those who come after us.’


Putting violence aside, how have women MPs fared in the House? Have they been any different than male MPs? At the beginning, they had to swim with the tide and behave like men, or they would sink.80 Yet gendered patterns have also emerged regarding how they relate to different aspects of the job. This includes a preference for the deliberative debates of committees and cross-party groups compared to the House’s more gladiatorial debates or the weekly Prime Minister’s Questions, PMQs.81 Although PMQs is the best-attended event, some women MPs dislike these so much they avoid them.82
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