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Introduction

In 1918, following a long and desperate campaign by the Suffragettes, all British women over thirty were given the right to vote
 ; the same year, the Qualification of Women Act  also enabled women to stand for Parliament. The first woman MP to take a seat in the house of Commons in 1919 was the conservative Nancy Astor
. She was to keep it for 26 years. Although this was a major breakthrough, the figures seemed to show that women would have very little influence, if any, on legislation and political life in Britain: between 1918 and 1944, the number of women MPs remain under two per cent of the overall total in the House of Commons; in 1945, this figure rose sharply to 4%, with 24 women MPs – still a very small proportion compared to the 616 men. Only 9 women succeeded in obtaining government posts for the whole of the interwar period; although one of them became famous, Margaret Bondfield, as the first woman ever to become a cabinet member
, most of the women appointed were at junior level. In addition, women were barred from entering the House of Lords, to which they gained access in 1958 only
.

A small but very vocal body

Under these circumstances, it might seem as if the franchise granted to women and their access to Parliament might have been more cosmetic or symbolic than having any real impact. It is a commonly held theory among historians that feminism lost ground between the wars and demands for emancipation went into retreat (Pugh, 1992: 73; Rowbotham, 1999: 172)
.  Indeed, most of the interwar period is omitted as a dead zone from a feminist point of view in Akkerman and Stuurman’s chronology of feminism (Akkerman & Stuurman, 1998)
. 

However, a close examination of British parliamentary debates for that period sheds a surprising new light on the political life of the time. For far from being a forgotten minority, women MPs from the beginning were extremely active and vocal, and their will power and presence during debates compensated for the smallness of their number. I propose to illustrate this point by focusing more particularly on the period between 1936 and 1945 with two debates of the time related to inequality between the sexes : first, women’s lower remuneration in the civil service and second, women’s reduced compensation rates for war injuries. Despite their very different outcomes, what these debates had in common was the essential role played by women MPs.

The demand for equal pay for women in the civil service 1936

The general context

Before embarking upon an analysis of the debates surrounding the equal pay issue, it is important to be aware of the very particular social and economic context of the thirties and the way in which it affected women. By 1936, women had acquired significant rights besides the franchise; they could now keep their personal  property after marriage and open a bank account in their own name
;  The Sex Qualification (Removal) Act 1919 gave them equal access with men (at least in theory) to a university education, the professions, or the civil service. Since 1923, a married woman could request a divorce on the sole ground of her husband’s infidelity; and since 1925, she had equal rights to custody of her children in the event of a divorce. In fact, such was the degree of freedom perceived to be obtained by women that some politicians, churchmen and sociologists began to warn against the negative impact of women’s emancipation on a country where men would have no role save as “begetters of offspring”. 

But in many areas, things had not really progressed much for women. Like many other countries, Britain had entered a recession and was very badly affected by the drop of its share prices following the1929 Wall Street crash, but also the drop in its export rate and the demise of its traditional industries (Case and Hall, 1971:102).
 Ensuing factory closures and redundancies led to a record unemployment rate which affected three million employees or one in four people of working age by 1933; during that period, the Government was all but bankrupt, paying out a million pounds a week in dole money to unemployed workers. 

Despite the crisis, employment prospects for women were expanding. In 1931, women amounted to just over a third of employees overall, which led Lady Astor to remark in 1936: “four out five women are at work. We are not living in the kind of world…in which a woman’s only occupation was to get married.”
 And the nature of their employment was changing as well: between 1901 and 1931, the number of servants fell by 12% and production line jobs by 8% between 1911 and 1931 (Case and Hall: 102), whereas the number of office employees rose to 44% by the mid-thirties (Anderson: 2004)
. 

However, the economic context, combined with a drop in the birth-rate since the beginning of the century, put rising pressure on women employees; they were frequently viewed with resentment and accused of taking away jobs from men, even though they often ensured the survival of the family once their husbands had lost their job. Increasingly, employment restrictions against women were being brought in on health and other grounds to circumvent existing legislation; their real aim was to force women out of the better paid sectors, something which the conservative MP Florence Horsbrugh had warned against in earlier years: “The difficulty we shall see more and more in the days to come will be caused by schemes for restricting the right of women to work, and in a great many cases we are told that this is because of their health”
. But a large part of the male majority in the Commons did not share these concerns; MPs like Sir John Withers, representing Cambridge University, squarely advocated replacing women with men in most trades unless special feminine skills, “such as deft fingers”
 were needed. One of the best-known measures widely used against working women between the wars was the marriage bar, which forced women to give up their job upon marriage. It was used particularly in the better-paid sectors, both public and private, by banks, insurance companies, the BBC, the Civil Service and the teaching profession so that keeping  your job, if you were qualified, usually meant staying single. 

For those who kept their jobs, pay was another issue. A male manual worker earned roughly double what a female manual worker earned. There were similar discrepancies in the clerical sector. Even in the public sector, equal pay was not applied outside a minority of councils like the London County Council, Manchester and Bournemouth. A particular bone of contention was the Civil Service, where women who had the same qualifications as men, held the same posts, had been recruited with the same entrance examinations but nevertheless earned only 4/5 of their male counterparts’ salary.

The debates

As early as 1920, a resolution had been voted in favour of equal pay for men and women in the civil service. But every time since – in 1924, 1926 and 1929 – its implementation had been put off for financial reasons. On April 1st 1936, Ellen Wilkinson, Labour MP, tabled an amendment to the budget for equal pay for equal work. The debate was followed closely by feminists and women in general because of the impact it was bound to have on employment in general, serving as a lead for the public and the private sector. Defending the amendment, Ellen Wilkinson, who herself represented Jarrow, one of the areas hardest hit by unemployment, estimated the cost of such a reform at £1 million – an amount that seemed reasonable in view of the fact that the Government, despite its financial problems, had just granted seven times that amount to the sugar industry despite unfavourable economists’ reports on its prospects and profitability. For Eleanor Rathbone, independent MP for Combined English Universities and long term campaigner for mothers’ rights, the pay differential between men and women was neither scientific nor rational,
 while the conservative MP Nancy Astor called it “a matter of common justice if not indeed of common humanity.”
 

The women in the House were supported by a number of male MPs, notably the intellectual and Labour elite. But most of them were reluctant to support the amendment on feminist grounds no matter how much they privately supported women’s emancipation. Even Frederick Pethick-Lawrence,  a lawyer, husband of suffragette Emmeline Pethick and a well-known Labour supporter of the feminist cause, chose to defend the amendment on socialist, rather than feminist grounds, stressing that if some employees were paid less than others for doing the same job, this might in the longer term threaten the pay of those receiving the higher rate and that in paying women less, the Government was exploiting a category of workers just like a private employer
. 

Similarly, Kenneth Pickthorn, independent MP for Cambridge University, was definitely uneasy about the whole theme; explaining he was “as anxious as anyone to support the principle of equal pay for equal work” but could not bring himself to talk about women doing equal work; the result was a speech where he spoke repeatedly about women doing “nearly equal work” which left the audience in no doubt about his true feelings as to women’s abilities in the workplace. The MP for London University, Ernest Graham-Little was also keen to shift the emphasis away from the men versus women question: “I am not entirely in love with the slogan “Equal pay for equal work” he said, preferring to base the discussion instead on “the justice of the demand” and calling sex distinction in these matters an anachronism. If a man or a woman were recruited with the same diploma, they should receive the same pay.
 For the trade unionist and Manchester MP John Jagger, the principle of equal pay had been accepted “throughout almost the whole of the English-speaking world except in Great-Britain” and a situation where a woman was supervising men who earned more than she did was absurd.
 

However, as Ellen Wilkinson had feared, opposition to the amendment was strong, particularly in the Cabinet. The new Financial Secretary to the Treasury, William Morrison, was particularly scathing; defending the conservative Government’s point of view, he claimed that the agitators, in this case, were “the old guard of the suffragette movement”, frustrated spinsters and feminists looking for a new role and seeking to draw attention to themselves by defending “sectional interests”. 

Overall, the Treasury’s refusal of equal pay for men and women rested on two elements. The first one was the theory of “lesser value”; women, according to the Treasury, were not as useful neither as efficient as men. They took on average 4 days sick leave more than men every year. When they married, they left which made them a poor investment in terms of salary; what the Treasury described as “marriage wastage”; this was an unfair argument, as women were forced to leave anyway because of the marriage bar; it was also ironic that what was normally seen as a woman’s first duty to society – i.e. to get married and have children – was referred to in such a derogatory way. 

The Treasury’s second argument against equal pay for women rested in fact upon the traditional role of women in society. Most women, explained Morrison, were not in the least worried about unequal pay; on the contrary, married women themselves were already angry to see that single women earners had a better standard of living than most married men. Women were essentially dependants, he explained, and their survival was ensured by a man, first a father then a husband. Therefore there was no reason to increase what Morrison described as “handbag money” at the expense perhaps of the “more heavily burdened married man”.
 He added that even feminists would probably not be able to cope with the responsibilities they would have to face in a society where the sexes were truly equal.

This again was an unfair argument which women MPs were quick to point out. Women, these days, often had to work to support the whole family: many had husbands who had been injured during the war and were invalids, others had elderly parents or relatives they looked after and could not claim tax relief like men. This was an important point, said Ellen Wilkinson, as spinsters were frequently given this responsibility so that far from enjoying the easy lifestyle described by some MPs, they were burdened more than the average married man without any recognition for their efforts
.

However, even the women were divided on the equal pay issue. Eleanor Rathbone felt that equal pay if granted would have to be coupled with family allowances to help out fathers as they usually had a bigger burden placed on them. Equal pay on its own, she said, would create tensions between the sexes and unfair situations: while a single woman could take holidays abroad, the poorer family man would have to be content with a seaside resort in England
. The Duchess of Atholl, conservative MP for Perth and Kinross in Scotland, was convinced her constituents would be angered by equal pay and seeing a single woman take home as much money as a married man, a point which some Labour MPs agreed to. 

Oddly enough, nobody seemed to question the fact that all these arguments against equal pay for women did not apply to single men who were largely left out of the debate; one MP, the Labour Member for Camberwell, Charles Ammon, underlined that men, married or not,  drew their wage because of the work they performed and there was no moral judgement attached to their level of earnings as for women
. Indeed, the bulk of the arguments against equal pay was based on the idea that for women, work was a luxury, not a necessity; therefore it was not to be encouraged at the expense of marriage and motherhood.  Florence Horsbrugh, conservative MP for Dundee,  pointed out that women’s pay was frequently taken as a joke; while Nancy Astor reported that a number of MPs felt it was a “woman’s subject”, thereby marginalising it
. 

Finally, a number of supporters of equal pay for women had ulterior motives; MPs like the Liberal Member for Bradford South thought that equal pay was a good thing as employers would no longer employ women because they were cheaper and would turn to men instead, thus reducing unemployment 
. This was also the position of the conservative MP Colonel Clifton Brown, who had made a similar speech the previous year during a debate on equal pay in industry.

Despite the divisions in the House, the amendment in favour of equal pay won narrowly by 156 votes to 148. Most members of the Cabinet, including the Chancellor of the Exchequer (Neville Chamberlain), conservative Prime Minister James Baldwin, Sir John Simon, Home Secretary and Alfred Duff Cooper,  War Minister, voted against the amendment. Still, the government would not admit to defeat on this issue. Five days later, the matter was raised again on 6 April 1935 as a vote of confidence and this time conservative MPs duly voted against the amendment placing their party’s interest first. The matter of equal pay was to resurface at regular intervals over the years but women had to wait until 1955 to obtain equal salary in the civil service. The Equal Pay Act for all sectors was not voted until 1970 and had to wait another five years before coming into force. 

Although the bluntness of some the remarks made by MPs in the 1930s  would be unthinkable in today’s context, the idea that women’s primary role in life is to become housewives and that employment, for them, is an option rather than a necessity, dies hard. and largely accounts for the 13% gender pay gap in Britain today.

However, a few years later, women MPs efforts were soon to have a very different result on another equally sensitive topic. Britain was by then in a state of war and was struggling to keep the country going while the men were on the front. After asking women to volunteer for the war effort, by December 1941 the Government reluctantly decided to impose conscription on women in the forces, for civilian defence or in the war industry. Women carried out a variety of tasks, taking over formerly typically male jobs: they drove and repaired lorries, worked on the docks loading and unloading goods, dug trenches, as air raid wardens, radio operators, fire-watchers and in the anti-aircraft  services. In many cases, although they did not carry weapons and were not expected to fight, they were exposed to serious danger and a number of them were wounded or killed. Members of Parliament and of the Government were full of praise for their courage and the eagerness to contribute to the war effort. However, it soon turned out that the pension paid out to women who were disabled as a result of war work was only two -thirds of a man’s pension – up to 11 shillings less a week. The 1939 Personal Injuries (Emergency Provisions) Act applied the same rate of compensation to civilians wounded by the enemy. For instance, the highest disability pension rate for a woman, say, who had lost both arms in the conflict was 27 shillings and 6 pense whereas for a man it was 37 shillings and 6 pence.  This amounted to saying that the body of a woman was worth less than a man’s.

This difference generated the wrath of feminist organisations and was regularly raised in parliament at question time, usually without success. In June 1941, the conservative MP Mavis Tate tabled an amendment to the Workmen’s Compensation Act which was immediately rejected by 80 votes to 30. However, with the growing participation of women in the war effort, the interest of other MPs was aroused and six months later, she renewed her appeal saying: “I do not make this plea as a feminist. We are fighting this war very largely on the issues of right and of justice. There is not a man in the House who would dare to get up and try to justify those unequal rates on the plea of justice or of right.”
 

Eleanor Rathbone also raised the matter during a debate of women’s conscription in March 1942, calling upon the Chancellor of the Exchequer to increase women’s disability pension, a measure which would mean little in terms of costs but a lot to the electorate. In fact, many petitions and letters were being sent to MPs on the topic, explained Labour MP Edith Summerskill
 and demonstrations were also taking place.  

The strange thing was that Ellen Wilkinson, Labour MP and staunch campaigner for women’s rights, found herself having to defend this inequality in her capacity as newly-appointed Parliamentary Secretary for Pensions after having fought for equal pay a few years before.  Such a reform, she said, would be unfair to other categories of personnel also receiving smaller pensions and would lead to a plethora of demands.
 This illustrates the difficulty, for a woman, of combining a successful political career with her feminist ambitions.

By November 1942, no agreement had been reached on this point despite questions from MPs like Berty Kirby, who had seen for himself the dangerous nature of the work done by women and their courage in the Liverpool docks which were part of his constituency. Again, Mavis Tate asked to have the topic included in debates, noting it had been left out of the Crown speech. The barrister asked the House: “Can any human being justify that – that old age pensioners, while in perfect health…are getting exactly the same income, but should a German bomb injure them […] from that moment they are given an unequal rate?”
 

The motion was supported by Edith Summerskill, who recalled in moving terms the event of the previous day, where disabled women in the Services had shown the House of Commons and the Minister for Pensions their artificial limbs: “[Sir Walter Womersley] saw a woman warden, not very old, walk down the room by means of her artificial leg. She had lost her leg in the blitz. Did she give up? Not at all. She was wearing her warden’s uniform and she had gone back to the post where she had lost her leg. Can the Minister say, after such a sight, that that woman is not as worthy as any of the men with artificial legs?”

She went on to describe the sort of life that awaited women who have given everything they had for a country which was too mean to give them proper financial recognition: “Those women, who have to exist on 27s. or 28s. awarded for permanent injury, blinded, with lost limbs, know what their end will be – in a back room eking out their miserable existence on public asistance or living with some relatives in order to try and stretch out these few shillings. That is the human side of the problem. How dare the Government try to deceive this House and talk about pre-war rates? All that these women are asking for is justice.”
 

The refusal to reconsider the mechanism of compensation is not only unfair but illogical; indeed, women’s lower rate is supposed to reflect the fact that they will be provided for by a husband, or their widow’s pension. But as several MPs pointed out, what of single women? Their chances of marriage would not be enhanced by disability.

Despite all these valid arguments, the motion was defeated by 229 votes to 95. Nevertheless, such was the intensity of feeling among women MPs particularly and the population in general that the Governement felt obliged to set up an enquiry commission of 15 members, includding five women MPs including Edith Summerskill and Mavis Tate. All defended with force the necessity of a reform. The impact of the subsequent report was such that the Governement had no choice but to adopt the amendment. Consequently on 7 April 1943, Sir Womersley, Minister for Pensions, announced that henceforth, disability pensions would be the same for both sexes, be they employed, housewives, single or married. It was a victory without precedent for those women MPs who had fought alongside one another, setting aside their political allegiance to fight for a cause they felt was just. 

These two stories in the long chronology of Hansard illustrate in very different ways the role of women on the political scene and the sort of obstacles they faced trying to implement reforms which went against established views on women’s role in society. Caught beween their career and their convictions, trying to make an impression on a large male majority, criticised by the press for their privileged social status or for not taking a strong enough stance,their task seemed often a difficult if not hopeless one. So did women’s presence at Westminster have a real effect on society? For MP Katharine Atholl, writing in 1931, there was no doubt that the answer was yes, particularly “in regard to all questions which concerned human welfare, a fundamental instinct in most women” (Katharine Atholl: 101)
.  Between 1919 and 1945, women politicians were responsible for initiating or defending over fourteen acts of parliament which all had a direct bearing to the family and particularly the welfare of women and children. In addition, they drew attention to countless issues connected with women’s well-being, from the status of prostitutes to the death sentence for women. Even in the many areas (such as equal pay) where they appeared divided and failed to make any great change, they laid the foundation stones for the reforms which were to follow in later, sometimes much later, years.
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