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ABSTRACT

This thesis studies women’s activities within  various political organisations on
Merseyside, between 1890 and 1920. It compares three models of political activity,
developed from contemporary theories about women’s political roles, with their practice
as experienced by those women who sought political activity at a local level. Through
examining a broad range of organisations from the women’s sections of national political
parties such as the Women’s Liberal Federation, through to the various suffrage
societies, the thesis will attempt to assess how successful the three models were at
providing women with opportunities to participate in public politics, over both a short
and a long-term basis. It will demonstrate how some of the models which appear
woman-friendly in a national context, such as those developed within socialist parties,
often failed to thrive at a local level, whilst othérs which have been considered too

hierarchical, such as that of the WSPU, could be very different in a local context.

The following themes are explored: the relationship between political theory and its
practice; the importance of suffrage to politically active women; the development of a
gendered concept of citizenship in Britain; the growth of woman-centred political
movements, and their apparent failure to survive beyond the First World War; the extent

and importance of cross-organisational political participation by individuals.

The thesis uses the methodology of a local study to draw close comparisons between the
practice of different organisations. It reassess the contribution of organisations such as
the WLF and the smaller church suffrage groups to Edwardian politics. It argues that

whilst certain gender-based political movements, notably the WSPU, achieved great



success in mobilising large numbers of women in the local area around a single-issue
campaign, they did not succeed in altering local democratic structures, which continued

to be controlled by issues such as party and class rather than gender.



ENGENDERING CITIZENSHIP.
THE POLITICAL INVOLVEMENT OF WOMEN ON MERSEYSIDE

1890 - 1920

INTRODUCTION
Section 1
In 1928, the veteran feminist Ray Strachey prefaced her history of the British women’s
movement, The Cause, with the observation that:
The sudden development of the personal, legal, political and social liberties
of half the population of Great Britain within the space of eighty years....[has
meant that] the true history of the Women’s Movement is the whole history
of the nineteenth century: nothing which occurred in those years could be
irrelevant to the great social change which was going on.'
This "great social change" has been well documented by historians. Many volumes now

cover women’s successful challenges to the boundaries imposed upon them,

concentrating either on individual women or their collective organisations.”

Initially these challenges had specific aims. The "personal" and "legal" liberties
identified by Strachey were won through steady campaigns which improved women’s
legal status, and increased their opportunities within higher education and the medical
and legal profession through removing existing boundaries. Such improvements are
comparatively easy to chart, as they all involved alterations to existing laws or

regulations. However, the second set of liberties which she cites, the "political and

'Ray Strachey, The Cause: A Short History of the Women's Movement in Great Britain, London,
Virago, 1988 edition, first published 1928, p.5.

2For a full discussion of such things in a European context, see, for example, R. Bridenthal, C. Koonz
and S. Stuart, Becoming Visible, Women in European History, Boston, Houghton Mifflin & Co, 1987; R.
J. Evans, Comrades and Sisters: Feminism, Socialism and Pacifism in Europe 1870 - 1945, Brighton,
Wheatsheaf, 1987; Christine Bolt, The Women'’s Movements in the United States and Britain from the
1790s to the 1920s, London, Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993.

7



social” ones, provide problems for historians seeking to identify and assess their effects.
There is no doubt that European women became more visible within the world of
politics throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries’. The "Woman
Question," as it became known, was widely discussed within European political parties
as women developed their own spaces within them. Mass suffrage campaigns drew
women into the public political arena. Yet it remains difficult to uncover exactly what
if any alterations this increasing political participation brought to the majority of
women’s lives. This problem is augmented by the fact that whilst the leaders of
political movements leave a noticeable mark on the pages of history, the motives and
feelings of the majority of their organisations’ members become lost. Thus an
unrepresentative history is created which, as Anna Davin has pointed out, "will....reflect
the general assumptions and concerns of the dominant group," in this case not of the
white male ruling class but of national female poiitical leaders. Much of the history
of women’s political involvement has suffered from this phenomenon. Whilst the
actions of pioneering figures such as Eleanor Rathbone, Ellen Wilkinson or Margaret

MacDonald remain well documented, less prominent activists are at best shadowy

figures.

An additional problem within Britain, highlighted by Selma Leydesdorff is that
"women’s history has, from the start, been closely linked to labour history," hence

placing more stress on women in the Labour movement than in other areas of the

3Koonz & Bridenthal, Becoming Visible.

‘Anna Davin, "Redressing the Balance or Transforming the Art? The British Experience,” in S. Jay
Kleinberg, ed, Retrieving Women's History: Changing Perceptions in the Role of Women in Politics and
Society, London, Berg/Unesco, 1988, p.60.



political spectrum.’> Such an approach can result in the creation of histories which
celebrate the achievements of working-class and socialist women, but also construct
them as a ‘correct’” model of female political involvement, which is presented as
representative of all women. This negates the contributions toward the advancement of
women’s political liberty of many other women, middle-class or otherwise, active in the
Liberal or Conservative parties. A good example of this is Jill Liddington and Jill
Norris’ pioneering work One Hand Tied Behind Us, which, as Christine Stansell put in
her review, "[does] not admit the theoretical possibility that [labour men] were not
simply unenlightened on the woman question, but actively opposed to women’s
interests."® In an attempt to overcome this, historians such as Olive Banks and Dale
Spender who are not as closely descended from the socialist tradition as Liddington and
Norris have moved the focus away from active women’s personal political affiliations
and the issues of class and party politics which di‘vided them, writing from a less self-
consciously socialist, more feminist perspective. Their work seeks to relocate all female
political activists as being primarily feminist, concerned with advancing the cause of
women above that of political parties. This trend can also be found in the work of non-
feminist historians such as Brian Harrison, whose article in the Historical Journal
explores the category of "Woman MPs." The fact that many of them did join political
parties, and thus directed some of their campaigning energies against other women in

opposing parties is given little consideration.’

’Selma Leydesdorff, "Politics, Identification and the Writing of Women’s History," in A. Angerman,
G. Binnema, A. Keunen, V. Poels and J. Zirkzee, eds, Current Issues in Women’s History, London,
Routledge, 1989, p.11.

5Jill Liddington and Jill Norris, One Hand Tied Behind Us: The Rise of the Women's Suffrage
Movement, London, Virago, 1978. Christine Stansell, "‘One Hand Tied Behind Us’ - Review Article,
Feminist Studies, vol. 6, no. 1., Spring 1980, pp.65-75.

"Brian Harrison, "Women in a Men’s House: The Women MPs 1919 - 1945," Historical Journal, 29,
no. 3, 1986, pp.623-654.



I find both of these approaches equally problematic. Both place heavy emphasis on
what they identify as the factors unifying early female political activists without seeking
to locate them in any particular context. As a result, the concerns of all women
involved in political campaigns are seen as being identical, and two oppositional
‘correct’ models for female political involvement are presented, women being either
natural socialists, or political feminists independent of party. Neither affords much
space to women who question or differ from these models, which are presented as
dominant and typical. This problem was identified by Judith Walkowitz in 1980 when
she worried that too little acknowledgement was given historically to the fact that
"women inhabited many female worlds in the nineteenth century....their cultures were

"8 As a result, there was too little

differentiated by class, race and other social divisions.
space given to discovering "what unites women for common action and what divides
them."® 1In constructing this thesis, I am attemi)ting to take this into account, and
uncover both unifying and divisive factors within women’s political involvement. My
purpose is to present, through a close examination of the activities of the political

organisations which recruited a female membership, a detailed picture of the breadth of

political activity available to women in the Merseyside area between 1890 - 1920.

I am aware that there are problems with limiting a study to organisations where
membership involved a formal act of enrolment. Much recent work has concentrated
on the importance of informal networks in women’s politics, which recognise, in the

words of Catharine Hall, the "power that collectivities of women could have, whether

8Christine Stansell, "‘One Hand Tied Behind Us’ - Review Article."
°Ibid.
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in friendship groups...or in informal....organisations."'® Her work draws on Foucault’s
theorizations of the multiplicity of power relations, refuting the contention that power
resides only in the state. However, whilst recognising the multiplicity of sites of power
that women had to challenge in the period, I believe that those within formal political
organisations provide us with valuable insights into women’s collective strategies when
faced with an organized, gender-based opposition in a way in which the individualism
of informal networks cannot. For this reason, I have selected a definition of public
political activity based on activity in the public sphere involving women in organisations
where formal membership was a necessity. This includes bodies such as the School
Boards and the Boards of Guardians, where women could stand independent of party,
but had to undergo a formal election process, and engage in membership of these
official bodies, but excludes areas such as community politics where no formal act of

enrolment was required.

All writers of women’s history must take Joan Kelly’s point that women did not
necessarily experience the world in the same way as men, or share their political
concerns or methods, and that a different approach is sometimes required when fitting
women into the historical picture.!" Basing my work in an area where women work
alongside men, sometimes in direct competition with them, allows these differences to

be highlighted within an historical context.

Coming from a background in labour history, I began my research with the primary

YCatherine Hall, White, Male and Middle Class: Explorations in Feminism and History, Cambridge,
Polity Press, 1992, pp.14-15.

"'See Joan Kelly, Women, History and Theory; The Essays of Joan Kelly, University of Chicago Press,
Chicago, 1984,

11



concern of providing a class analysis of female political involvement which exposed
what I saw as the major weaknesses in the more simplistic feminist analyses which
stressed gender as the primary factor of unification amongst women of all backgrounds.
However, since undertaking the project, I have become more aware of, and concerned
with the ways in which women chose different political priorities at different times, and
were able to move between issues of class and gender in ways which did not appear to
be available to male activists. For this reason, I have spread my work from 1890 to
1920, enabling the full effects of both the struggle for the vote and the First World War

to be considered.

Section 2: Three Positions on ‘The Woman Question’

The ‘Woman Question’ was widely discussed within European political parties, as
women’s activities within them increased.' Ne;v disciplines such as anthropology,
psychology and scientific socialism were invoked in conjunction with older religious and
medical thinking. The discourse widened as the ‘Woman Question’ became an
ideological battle ground with positions ranging from those attempting to seek even
greater equality for women through to those which advocated a regression of this trend.
Newspapers and weekly journals covered the question, as did the papers of political
parties and trade unions. Party and union conferences debated the role of women both
within their organisations and within society. Popular culture reflected and expanded
the debate, with plays, novels, and music hall songs all seeking to define what women’s
place should be. From the many different positions available, I have selected three for

closer examination: the concept of ‘separate spheres’; the ‘sex equals class’ or socialist

"’This construction was in common use at the time. See Eleanor Marx Aveling, "The Woman
Question," The Westminster Review, New Series, LXIX, January 1886, pp.207-222. For further
examination of its development in a European context, see Bridenthal, Koonz & Stuart, Becoming Visible.

12



analogy; and the later ‘sex-class’ interpretation. I have selected these three, as although
they do present some common features, they also represent conflicting ideologies as to
the purpose and shape of political activity for women, and hence fostered a variety of
different models of female political organisation. However, apart from providing a brief
outline of the characteristics of each of these ideologies, my thesis will not concentrate
on outlines or interpretations of the broader discourse which surrounded them. This is
because I am more concerned with discovering the implications these ideologies had on
the range of organisations which became available to women seeking public political
access than on chronicling the debate they fostered amongst feminists and anti-feminists
alike. There is an important question here as to the extent to which ideology actually
influences political practice. In an attempt to explain this relationship in terms of the
way ideology influences society, Philippa Levine has commented:

The true power of ideology might be uﬂderstood....as a psychological

one....ideology [is] the means, the process by which existing power relations

are made to appear not simply the best, but also the natural social

formation."
I would agree that, in some cases, ideology is used to bolster existing power relations.
However, it must also be stressed that, within political organisations, the power of
ideology is not merely psychological. Ideologies influence theoretical debates, which
in turn prescribe the organisational practices of these groups. Mary Poovey’s influential
work, Uneven Developments recognises this in its contention that:

Ideologies....are given concrete form in the practices and social institutions

that govern people’s social relations and....constitute both the experience of

social relations and the nature of subjectivity."

I wish to explore this relationship between ideology and practice in more detail, showing

l3Philippa Levine, Victorian Feminism, London, Hutchinson, 1987, p.13.

““Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England,
London, Virago, 1989, p.3.
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how the three ideologies I have selected directly influenced the range of organisations
available to Merseyside women across the political spectrum by predetermining the types
of national organisation available from which local branches would be formed. By
tracing their incarnations within various local branches of political organisations, I will
also attempt to explore the extent to which seemingly contradictory ideologies could

merge together to construct political practice.

Section 2.i: Separate Spheres

Chronologically, ‘separate spheres’ was the first of the three ideologies to develop. It
rested on a recognition and acceptance of an essential difference in the natures of men
and women which was biologically governed, therefore unalterable, and predetermined
the roles which men and women should play in a civilised (i.e. Westernised) society.
Man was assigned an active role in the public sphére, whilst woman, controlled by the
biological urge to bear and protect children, remained passive in the safety of the home.

Alterations to this state thwarted nature, and would bring chaos to society.

This ideology was in its most fluid state of construction between 1790 and 1850.
Within Europe and America, it rested on material necessity. Carroll Smith Rosenberg
has found that in America;
women and men had to re-form their senses of self in response to radical
economic and institutional transformations....to distinguish themselves from
the older mercantile artisan and agrarian groups to which they had
belonged....They did so gradually, through the construction of elaborate

etiquettes and metaphoric ‘discourses.’"

So constructing and maintaining a social identity became essential to the new middle-

5Carroll Smith-Rosenberg, "Writing History: Language, Class and Gender," in Teresa de Laurentis,
ed, Feminist Studies/Critical Studies, London, Macmillan, 1988.

14



classes. Nowhere was this more marked than within the middle-class home, as home
and workplace became increasingly physically separate. Whilst work occurred in towns,
increasingly seen as harbourers of all manner of vice including radicalism, the home
could be reconstructed as a safe haven. The allocation of the domestic sphere to women

coincided with the trend towards domestic living.'¢

However, although the increasing links between women and domesticity co-incided with
the separation between home and work, this physical separation was not the sole reason
for women’s withdrawal into the private sphere. Catherine Hall points out that whilst
for some occupations separation was inevitable, with other such as medicine it did not
occur. Also as the period advanced, trends in education increased separation in some
trades as women simply lacked the knowledge to participate on equal terms with
men.'” Other ideological factors were clearly at. play at this stage, with results as
concrete as those of physical relocation. It was the permeating nature of such factors
which allowed these ideologies to spread throughout all layers of Victorian society, thus

presenting the passive woman as the ideal for all classes.

As a subordinate role for women was seen as vital to the continued success of middle-
class and nation, a further paradox arose which had important organisational implications
for women. Wives were now the guardians of family morality. Without their efforts,
the family so crucial to the maintenance of middle-class power could not survive. So

women became agents of control over the morality of society. Their role was no longer

SFor a fuller discussion of issues around the debate on women and domesticity in early nineteenth
century Britain, see Chapter Six, "‘The Nursery of Virtue’ - Domestic Ideology and the Middle Class,"
in Leonore Davidoff & Catharine Hall, Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class
1780 - 1850, London, Hutchinson, 1987.

"Hall, White, Male and Middle Class, p.100.
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supportive, secondary and passive, but was of equal importance to that of men,
presented as active within the female sphere. This concept of women’s role as ‘equal
but different’ allowed separate spheres ideology to co-exist alongside claims of liberal
individualism which increased throughout the nineteenth century. Deborah Valenze
claims that "the doctrine of separate spheres was based on a liberal interpretation of the

place of women," hence leaving working-class women most oppressed by its tenets.'®

Middle-class women used separate spheres ideology to justify a role for themselves
which was far from inactive. Mrs Ellis, a well known writer of prescriptive literature
around the theme, explained how lack of public political activity did not necessarily
have to equal total passivity for women, if "as a wife, a woman [placed] herself, rather
than risk[ed] being placed, in a secondary position."" Large numbers of women began
to make careers for themselves writing similar tomés aimed at other women. The irony
of their position is clear: only by being in a position to avoid domestic responsibility
themselves, many of these writers being single or childless, or with servants, were they

able to write at such length on the necessity of female domesticity to the nation.

From providing opportunities for individual women to move into public life in this way,
the ideology of separate spheres began to be used to justify models of political
organisation which allowed women to enter the public sphere in greater numbers. They
stressed that in doing so they were concerned with extending their special influence on
the life of the whole nation. Pat Thane has explained that:

An important characteristic of many of the women who sought to promote

BDeborah Valenze, "Cottage Religion and the Politics of Survival," in Jane Rendall, ed, Equal or
Different: Women’s Politics 1800 - 1914, Oxford, Blackwell, 1987, p.54.

1S, J. Ellis, quoted in Davidoff & Hall, Family Fortunes, p.183.
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women’s causes in this period was their acceptance of such essential
elements of the ideology of separate spheres and their determined
reinterpretation of it as a basis from which to promote the notion of female
superiority *
Initially, superiority was demonstrated in single issue campaigns such as that around the
repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts where Josephine Butler turned the ideological
tables on Victorian Patriarchy, arguing that men;
should, in fact, accept the moral lead of women....take seriously the rhetoric
about woman’s moral superiority and her role as man’s guide towards a
more spiritual existence.”
There was obviously a massive paradox to be overcome by women who attempted to
justify their entry into the public political sphere by means of the theories of separate
spheres which stressed their unsuitability for this area. Thus, they sought access to areas
where their special qualities gave them an advantage over men. For many Victorian
women, philanthropic work provided this point of entry, followed by local government

work. Local government, its budget-based economics presented as identical to those

involved in running a large household, provided the next logical step.

Hence the ideology of separate spheres fostered the development of a variety of models
of political organisation for women. They held in common an acceptance of an essential
biological difference between men and women, which facilitated the formation of cross-
class alliances such as those which formed within the women’s trade union movement
where all women were perceived as having common interests transcending class
differences. The Merseyside work of Jeannie Mole, wealthy socialist benefactress of

many causes including the early unionisation of Liverpool’s women workers, fits well

2'pat Thane, "Late Victorian Women," in T. R. Gourvish and A. O’Day, eds, Later Victorian Britain,
1867 - 1900, London, Macmillan, 1988, p.186.

MParaphrased by Thane, ibid, p.186.
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into this pattern. However, the models which developed on Merseyside were rarely
cross-political. Conservative women’s organisations drew their inspiration from the
rhetoric of separate spheres, arguing that all women had a common interest in being, and
indeed by their very nature, were, automatically Conservatives, by nature opposing the
immorality of radicalism.” Simultaneously, socialist women claimed that the essential
caring side of female nature made women automatic socialists, whilst the Women’s
Liberal Federation based its election work on the claim that its members were ideally
suited to public life on the poor law boards. The influence of the separate spheres
ideology appears the most deeply rooted of the three positions I have identified, and
enjoyed the greatest degree of longevity. Hence, having been vital to the model of
organisation enjoyed by women trade unionists on Merseyside in the 1890s, it also

underlies women’s relief work during World War One.

Section 2.i1: The Socialist Model

The second of these interpretations, the sex/class analogy, developed in the late
nineteenth century, and decided the models of political organisation made available to
socialist women within European socialist parties. For this reason, I will refer to it as
the socialist model. As Richard Evans has outlined, socialism and feminism were in
strong conflict throughout Europe in the period leading up to the First World War.

Indeed;

of all the divisions within the camp of many women...who actively
supported the idea of women’s liberation, the deepest, the most obvious and
the most long lasting was the division between feminists and socialists.?

Many socialists, male and female, were suspicious of the growth of feminism, which

2See Gilbert Samuel, "Women’s Franchise: A Safeguard Against Socialism," Conservative and
Unionist Women’s Franchise Review, Issue 3, May 1910, pp.30 - 31.

BEvans, Comrades and Sisters, p.3.
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they saw as an ideology which would only benefit bourgeois women in the long term,
whilst having the short term disadvantage of turning working-class women away from
socialism. Some hard line socialists feared "that amalgam of intriguing, naive, deranged
and hysterical woman which is bourgeois feminism."* Others were more explicit in
outlining the reasons underlying their objections, such as this anonymous correspondent
to the British Social Democratic Federation’s newspaper, Justice in 1896, who

explained:

My only objection to the so called “Woman Question’ [is] that it threaten[s]

a division in our ranks by directing the attention of women from the real

enemy, Capitalism, to an imaginary enemy, an abstract ‘brute man.’?
However, there was still pressure from within the European socialist movement to
develop a position on the woman question. One was initially outlined in two books,
August Bebel’s Women in the Past, Present and Future (1894), and Frederick Engels’
The Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State (1884), which rapidly became

established as the key socialist texts in this area.

Bebel’s text was not immediately published in an English edition, although its contents
were made available for discussion for the English speaking socialist parties through the
works of Eleanor Marx Aveling and Edward Aveling in the Westminster Review.”®
However, the book had tremendous popular appeal in Germany, and a report in the

Clarion shows it enjoying popularity amongst Liverpool’s socialists by the 1890s.?’

*The view of French socialist Louise Caumoneau, quoted by Charles Sowerwine in Sisters or
Citizens? Women and Socialism in France since 1876, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1982,
p-88.

% Anon, Justice,16th May 1896.
%Marx Aveling, "The Woman Question."

IThe Clarion, 19th October 1895. Also, letter from Moira Anderson to Joseph Edwards, Liverpool
Fabian Society, 3rd February 1894, mentioning her correspondence with Bebel about his book. Joseph
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No comparable statistics exist for Engels’ work, although it had reached its fourth
edition by 1891. Both texts drew heavily on new anthropological data to provide a
materialist interpretation of women’s oppression, tracing how it emerged alongside the

development of class society, and increased as class divisions became more rigid.

Stressing that class oppression and women’s oppression held common origins allowed
the European socialist movement to develop a position on the woman question which
was not incompatible with its emphasis on class as the primary contradiction within
society. The oppression of women had historical origins, this argued, therefore it would
have historical resolution. However, several prominent European socialists developed
this theory further, to ensure that it did not result in women being told to wait until after
the revolution before their demands could be met. European socialist parties began to
make policy on issues which had previously been. dismissed as feminist.,, and a
detraction from the class struggle. Women’s suffrage, for example, was adopted as
policy by the French socialist Party in 1879. Other European parties followed, and the
Second International committed all member parties to campaign for equal suffrage in
1900. European socialism’s increasingly positive stance on women is evidenced by the

adoption of an International Women’s Day in 1911, following the suggestion of Clara

Zetkin.

The debate on positions to be taken by socialists on the woman question had direct
implications for the types of organisations which European socialist parties felt able to
offer their women members. As has been stressed, their original emphasis was that

women should fight side by side with men of their own class in the struggle for

Edwards Papers, Liverpool Record Office.
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socialism. However, with developing debates came a recognition that there was a
difference between the oppression suffered by women and that suffered by men under
capitalism. Engels had outlined woman’s double oppression within the family where

n28§

"[man] is the bourgeois, [and] woman represents the proletariat. Socialists such as

Clara Zetkin, Alexandra Kollontai and Dora Montefiore began to press for women'’s
demands to be fought for as short term reforms. Zetkin’s position especially shows the
implications this had on organisation as she moved from a position which;
emphasized the economic struggle of women workers almost to the
exclusion of any general struggle for women’s rights [to viewing] civil rights
for women in more positive terms as essential preconditions for proletarian
woman’s full and equal participation in the class struggle. It was necessary,
she said, to erect new barriers against the exploitation of proletarian

women....by gaining equal civil rights, [they] would be drawn into the class
struggle through politicization.?’

The direct result of this debate was the organisation of separate women’s sections within
the major European Socialist Parties.®® These provided a separate space where women
could organise their own campaigns around issues which they had selected, but from a
socialist perspective. In 1907, the Second International formed its own Women’s
International which henceforth met during the International’s congresses. Although they

had varying degrees of status within, and influence on their various member parties, they

®F. Engels, Origins of the Family, Private Property and the State, Chicago, Charles H. Kerr, 1902
edition, first published 1884, p.89.

¥Evans, Comrades and Sisters, p. 187, my italics. This position, which recognised the relevance of
some feminist demands for working-class women, and wished to find a means to meet them within a
socialist context, was shared by other European socialist women. See, for example, chapters on Kollontai,
Sylvia Pankhurst and Madeleine Pelletier in J. Slaughter. and R. Kern, (eds), European Women on the
Left: Socialism, Feminism and the Problems Faced by Political Women 1880 to the Present, Westport,
Greenwood Press, 1981, or Dora Montefiore, The Position of Women in the Socialist Movement, London,
Twentieth Century Press, 1909.

¥For a full discussion of the forms, sizes and relative successes of these parties, see C. Sowerwine,
"The Socialist Women’s Movement from 1850 to 1940," in Bridenthal, Koonz & Stuart, eds, Becoming

Visible.
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represent an important step forward for the politicization of working-class women.
However, although gender-focused in that they were closed to male socialists, they
retained a fierce class perspective. There was no question of cross-class collaboration
with middle-and upper class women, except in cases where they as individuals were
willing to become socialists. Clara Zetkin explicitly stated that in Germany, "the cause
of the bourgeois woman has also become the cause of social democracy," and not vice
versa.’’  Socialism declared that women’s oppression and class oppression held
common origins, and hence would have a common solution. So within the socialist
women’s sections, gender was allowed short-term priority within a woman-centred
space, but only with a view to drawing more women into the class struggle where class
alliances dominated. Reforms such as suffrage could be demanded, but only as they
would politicize working-class women, drawing them to socialism. Hence a model of
female political involvement developed which recogni;ed differences between women’s
and men’s oppression, but located the centre for women’s struggle firmly within the
wider working-class and socialist movements. In some instances the model did not even
provide separate spaces for women, as it was felt that even these could offer a detraction
from the class struggle. Within the Independent Labour Party, women never achieved
a separate women’s section, although its members could join the Women’s Labour
League from 1906. The Social Democratic Federation did form separate women’s
circles. On Merseyside, the ILP recruited many women whose access to the public
political sphere was only obtained on those occasions when they successfully competed
with men for it. A local branch of the WLL only established itself successfully in the

inter-war period, whilst the local SDF was never large enough to support a women’s

circle.

*'Quoted in Evans, Comrades and Sisters, p.28.
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Section 2.iii: Women as a ‘Sex Class’

Chronologically, the most recent of the three ideologies to develop was that which
identified women’s position within society as being that of a ‘sex-class’. This developed
an analysis of women’s oppression and its solution based on the understanding that all
women formed a single class and shared a common oppression. Although this ideology
was never formulated as explicitly as that of separate spheres, its existence and progress
can be easily traced from the early writings of feminists within the women’s suffrage
movement, especially in the Women’s Social and Political Union, through to the
writings of many prominent feminist theoreticians today.*® Its legacy is well expressed
by Elizabeth Sarah, who sees as central to suffrage ideology;

[the] insistence on seeing men as the enemy and an autonomous feminist
movement as fundamental to the challenge to male power.

She insists that;

Contemporary feminists must recognise that we have a responsibility to our
foremothers....to reclaim a feminist tradition of autonomous thought and

practice.”

The ideology of women as a class as opposed to a group or caste drew important
elements from the discourses surrounding both the ideology of separate spheres, and the
socialist model. From separate spheres came the principle of certain factors being
common to all women. Many of these were presented as positive. The gentle, caring
side of female nature, for instance, was stressed repeatedly within the writings of

suffrage activists as a counter-argument within the militancy debate Militancy was

%2See for example the works of Mary Daly, or Sheila Jeffreys, especially J. Hanmer, C. Lunn, S.
Jeffreys, S. McNeill, "Sex Class - Why is it important to call women a class?" Scarlet Women, vol. 5.,

pp.8-10. n.d.

33Elizabeth Sarah, "Christabel Pankhurst: Reclaiming her Power," in E. Sarah and S. Friedman, (eds),
On the Problem of Men, London, Women’s Press, 1982.
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opposed;

not on the grounds of physical incapacity...but because it [is] inimical to

everything that women....It is women’s function to preserve, to nourish, to

succour, to give life and not to take it.**
Biological similarities between women, this analysis argued, led to common experiences
being shared by all women. These enabled women to unite together in collective actions
and automatically transcend economic class differences, rendering them secondary or
even obsolete. However, unlike supporters of separate spheres, proponents of a sex-
class interpretation of women’s position in society were not content to accept an ‘equal
but different’ analysis. Much of their writings concentrate on explaining how biological
differences actually made women superior to men, and their acceptance of the main
premise behind separate spheres ideology does not indicate support for a secondary role
for women. Take for example this piece by Dora Marsden, who both supported and
engaged in militancy, and drew on the language of difference in her call for:

A morality which shall be able to point the way out of the social trap we

find we are in. We are conscious that we are concerned with the dissolution

of one social order...Men are involved, but women differently from men

because women themselves are very different from men.  [This]

difference....is the whole difference of a religion and a moral code. Men are
pagans....women are wholly Christian.*

Perhaps what separates the sex-class interpretation most decisively from that of separate
spheres and also underlines this refutal of a secondary, passive role as following
logically from an acceptance of sexual difference, are those elements within the ideology
which are taken from the socialist model. From this came the language of class, along

with the concept of class as a unifying factor. The oppression of women was no longer

¥NUWSS pamphlet, quoted in The Suffragette, 10th January 1913.

3Dora Marsden (possibly with Mary Gawthorpe), editorial, The Freewoman, no. 4, vol. 1., December
1911.
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seen as simply analogous with that of the working-class by the ruling-class. Instead, the
oppression of women was portrayed as the oppression of the female-class by a different
ruling-class, that of men. The economic concepts of class were taken, broken down, and
rearranged into new ones, wholly based on gender. Divisions between working-class
and middle-class women were portrayed as irrelevant when the interests of working-class
men became identical to those of middle-class men, that is when it was accepted that
all men had a common interest in maintaining the rule of patriarchy through the
oppression of women. The appropriation of the language of class by feminist
campaigners gave a new edge to their ideology. As one Edwardian feminist explained:

The sex war is going to be the biggest thing that civilisation has seen - big,

that is, as far as consequences are concerned. The....effects will be gigantic.

And let (no-one) be deceived by the circumstances that men are fighting on

women’s side, and women on men’s here and there, in meetings and

societies, in articles and what not. The great mass of the armies on the two
sides are similar. Men are on one side, women on the other. Watch for the

clash.*®

This ideology has the most obvious organisational implications of the three. Separate
spheres ideology initially led into single-sex organisations, but later gave rise to mixed
ones, when men and women worked together to promote woman’s ‘correct’ place in
society. The socialist position allowed for some development of a separate political
space for women in women’s sections. However, these remained auxiliary, which often
led to ambiguities arising over their import and influence within the wider movement.
Acceptance of an ideology which saw sex as class meant an effective end to such
ambiguity. Women were to unite within political organisations only with other women.
As the ideology held that all women were oppressed by men to a greater or lesser

degree, there was no room within it for an approach which involved working in mixed-

3VIR,” The Freewoman, no. 4, vol. 1., December 1911.
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gender feminist organisations. Instead of fighting for equal space within these
organisations, women would now act politically within all-female political organisations
which would provide them with unique opportunities to access the public political

sphere.

Of the organisations which I examine on Merseyside, the WSPU gives the best example
of the implications sex-class theory had on political practice for women. Although some
men were accepted locally as WSPU supporters, and were afforded some space on local
public platforms in this capacity, the national organisation prohibited formal membership
for men, and this line was firmly followed by the Merseyside branches. Equally,
although some women within the local WSPU had already gained significant political
experience through working within mixed political parties, national policy required them
to place all political and economic differences aside ar;d concentrate only on differences
and alliances based on gender. This thesis will examine in detail the extent to which
this directive was followed locally, and assess its effectiveness in the context of the anti-

party campaigning which the WSPU engaged in during parliamentary elections.

Section 3: Historiography

Much published history of the public political involvement of British women during the
1890-1920 period concentrates on the suffrage campaign, which has been presented as
the first identifiable mass movement of women into the public sphere. The bulk and
breadth of suffrage historiography makes it a natural starting place for any study of
women’s political involvement within this period, encompassing as it did women from
a broad class spectrum, with a wide variety of other political concerns. As Nancy Cott

has explained, "the vote appealed instrumentally to different sub-groups for various
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reasons, while they had their common disenfranchisement to unite them."*’

Initially, much suffrage historiography was written by people involved in the movement
themselves, often, although not always from an autobiographical perspective.®® Non
participatory accounts began with the 1957 publication of Roger Fulford’s Votes for
Women. His aim to "tell the story of a single aspect of [the wider women’s]
movement....and to disentangle it from the general march of women towards
emancipation” formed a narrow model from which suffrage historiography rarely
deviated for the next twenty years.”” Later works by Andrew Rosen, David Mitchell
and Leslie Hume all concentrate on the ideologies and policies of the leadership of two
of the suffrage organisations.** Such works helped foster the development of a narrow
and historically inaccurate picture of an autocratic, fanatically militant and increasingly
sectarian WSPU in diametric opposition to a democratic, law-abiding and eventually
pro-Labour NUWSS. The London centredness of both these organisations was stressed,
as was their middle-class base. Of the other suffrage organisations, the Women’s

Freedom League consistently appears as a WSPU splinter group whilst other groups

*Nancy Cott, The Grounding of Modern Feminism, Connecticut & London, New Haven, 1987.

*Examples of autobiographies which fall into this category include Emmeline Pankhurst, My Own
Story, London, Eveleigh Nash, 1914; Millicent Garrett Fawcett, What I Remember, London, Fisher &
Unwin, 1924; Christabel Pankhurst, Unshackled: The Story of How we Won the Vote, London, Cresset
Library, 1987 edition, first published 1959; Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, My Part in a Changing World,
London, Victor Gollancz, 1938; Annie Kenney, Memories of a Militant, London, Arnold, 1924; Mary
Richardson, Laugh a Defiance, London, Wiedenfeld & Nicholson, 1953. Accounts by participants which
attempt to avoid an autobiographical content include Sylvia Pankhurst, The Suffragette Movement, London,
Virago, 1977 edition, first published 1931, and Strachey, The Cause.

¥Roger Fulford, Votes for Women, London, Faber & Faber, 1957, p.10.

“Andrew Rosen, Rise up Women! The Militant Campaign of the Women’s Social and Political Union,
1903 - 14, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974; David Mitchell, The Fighting Pankhursts, A Study
in Tenacity, London, Jonathan Cape, 1967; David Mitchell, Queen Christabel, London, MacDonald and
Jane, 1977; Leslie Parker Hume, The National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies 1897 - 1914, New

York, Garland, 1982.
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such as the Men’s League, the Catholic Women’s Suffrage Society and the Church
League for Women’s Suffrage receive acknowledgement only when their actions

coincide with those of the two centre stage organisations.*'

A decisive break from this tradition followed the 1978 publication of Jill Liddington and
Jill Norris’ One Hand Tied Behind Us. This provided the first detailed local study of the
suffrage movement. Using the technique of a local study, they were able to uncover the
vast amount of work done for the suffrage campaign by the working-class women of the
Lancashire cotton districts, providing an alternative to the focus of previous accounts.
This has been followed by other local studies, such as Leah Leneman’s work on
Scotland, and Angela John’s collection on Wales.” These works represent an
important progression in suffrage historiography, for it is only through the detail of such
local studies that serious attempts can be made to reconstruct both the variety of
activities which encompassed suffrage activism, and also the differences which existed
between women united in the campaign. Their focus on individual branches show how
the branch was an important place of feminist development for many local activists.
Leneman and Stanley and Morley are particularly keen to present the branch as a

relatively autonomous structure, exercising degrees of independence previously

“'Rosen, Rise Up Women, p.92. There have recently been some attempts to look at other suffrage
organisations. On the Women’s Freedom League, see Claire Eustance, "‘Daring to be Free’: The
Evolution of Women’s Political Identities in the Women’s Freedom League, 1907 - 1930," University of
York, D. Phil. thesis, 1993. On links between religion and suffrage, see Brian Heeney, The Women'’s
Movement in the Church of England 1850 - 1930, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1988, and Frances M. Mason
The Newer Eve: The Catholic Women's Suffrage Society in England, 1911 - 1923. Little has been written
on the Conservative and Unionist Women'’s Franchise Association, or its political counterpart, the Liberal
Women’s Suffrage Union, although the latter is mentioned in Claire Hirschfield, "Fractured Faith: Liberal
Party Women and the Suffrage Issue in Britain, 1892 - 1914," Gender and History, vol. 2, no. 2, Summer
1990, pp.173 - 197. Groups such as the United Suffragists and the People’s Suffrage Federation still await
their own studies.

“Leah Leneman, A Guid Cause: The Women’s Suffrage Movement in Scotland, Aberdeen, Aberdeen

University Press 1991; Angela John, ed, Our Mother’s Land: Essays in Welsh Women’s History, Cardiff,
University of Wales Press, 1991.
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unacknowledged.” Focusing on Merseyside, my study is in part a validation of such

approaches, and its relation to these will be discussed in greater detail below.

Aside from local studies, more recent work on suffrage has moved into broader areas
of debate. Les Garner began to look in detail at the different types of feminism
contained within the women’s suffrage movement, and expanded on this within his
biographical study of Dora Marsden which locates suffrage as part of a wider discourse
regarding female sexuality and its emancipation.* The interest in the various themes
that ran throughout suffrage is shared by other historians such as Olive Banks and is
developed further by Susan Kingsley Kent. Her Sex and Suffrage in Britain locates
suffrage as part of wider feminist discourses around sexuality, and uses a methodology
more reliant on discourse than archival research.* Kent’s work does much to broaden
conventional views of suffrage concerning the vote and nothing else, outlining the wider
critiques within suffrage campaigning of issues such as marriage, prostitution and
sexuality which challenged the dominant discourse on female sexuality. However, her
work is somewhat problematic, using the writings of prominent suffrage campaigners
to identify feminist critiques. This seems to me to be as much open to criticism for its
unrepresentativeness as the earlier WSPU based historiography, as the prominent
activists were all at'ypical in that they were able to work full time for their organisations,

without having to balance other demands on their time. The application of Kent’s

“Liz Stanley with Ann Morley, The Life and Death of Emily Wilding Davison, London, Women’s
Press, 1990.

“Les Garner, Stepping Stones to Women’s Liberty, London, Heinemann, 1984; Les Garner, A Brave
and Beautiful Spirit: Dora Marsden, 1882 - 1960, Aldershot, Avebury, 1990.

Qlive Banks, Faces of Feminism, Oxford, Martin Robertson, 1981; Olive Banks, Becoming a
Feminist: The Social Origins of First Wave Feminism, Brighton, Wheatsheaf, 1986; Susan Kingsley Kent,
Sex and Suffrage in Britain, 1860 - 1914, London, Routledge, 1987.
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approach to a local study would not be possible for Merseyside, as most local branch
members left no records of their beliefs to be subjected to such analysis. Also, such an
analysis would require previous studies of local women’s politics which do not exist:

indeed, the construction of such a study is central to my work.

An alternative approach to creating a broader history of suffrage which I find more
attractive is taken by Sandra Stanley Holton in her 1986 work Feminism and
Democracy.*® This work also seeks to reinterpret suffrage as extending beyond the
fight for the vote, but takes a far more materialist, class-based analysis than any of the
works cited above. Although she accepts that her work still focuses on the more active
women in the movement and therefore does not recreate the reality of what suffrage
involvement was for all of its participants, she defends this with the convincing
argument that for many women this activism was an essential part of their day-to-day
existence, and that "political activity may form as significant a party of the ‘existential
reality’ of women as, say, sexual relations or mothering."”’ Her work also makes the
first serious attempt to break down many of the organisational barriers which have been
created between suffrage organisations, showing that "many [women] belonged to both
militant and constitutionalist societies simultaneously....[and] did not themselves view
the two approaches to campaigning as either mutually exclusive or at odds with one
another," although she does not extend her line of inquiry to interpret why some suffrage
activists should find it necessary to redefine themselves publicly as being also Catholic,

Church of England, Liberal or Conservative suffragists.®* My research shares her

“Sandra Stanley Holton, Feminism and Democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain
1900 - 1918, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1986.

“bid, p.3.
“Ibid, p.4.
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attempt to represent suffrage as part of the everyday experience of a wide variety of
women, but seeks to go further in exploring the links between the varying suffrage

organisations and providing some insight into why such a wide variety of groups were

felt necessary.

Although suffrage accounts for a large part of the historiography of women’s political
involvement in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there is literature which
covers other areas of their involvement. In the area of formal politics, Patricia Hollis’
full study of 1987 reclaims the important work done both for communities and women’s
rights by women involved in local government.* Much of the work on women within
political parties reflects the links highlighted by Selma Leydesdorff between women’s
history and labour history, and has focused on the role of women within the British
Labour Party and other socialist groups such as the-SDF and ILP.*® Karen Hunt’s
work on women in the Social Democratic Federation is a notable example in this field,
studying in detail the relationship between the theories of the need for the political
organisations of women within the European Left, and their practice in terms of the
models of political organisation which were accepted by the SDF for its women
members.”' Of particular relevance for me within her work is the light which she
throws on the existence of a European socialist community around the First and Second
Internationals in which an active role was played by British socialists, hence firmly

linking the European debates and the British experience. This is also shown in the work

“Patricia Hollis, Ladies Elect: Women in English Local Government 1865 - 1914, Oxford, Clarendon,
1989.

*Ibid.

S'Karen Hunt, "Equivocal Feminists: The Social Democratic Federation and the Woman Question,"
Manchester University, unpublished PhD thesis, 1988.
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of Susan Bruley, whose study of women in the British Communist Party covers the later
period of 1920 to 1939, thus providing a link between the Second and Third

Internationals to show how European models continued to influence sections of the

British left.>

Although both these studies use some local material to provide evidence for the models
of political organisation they discuss, they are essentially studies of national movements,
and are therefore open to the same criticisms of unrepresentativeness as the early
suffrage historiography discussed above. Literature on women in the workplace initially
also followed this trend, looking at the Women’s Trade Union League and unions with
a high or exclusively female membership.”® However, within this field, attempts to
recover a more representative picture by researching into the forms political involvement
took at grass roots level have been made through local studies, notably by Patricia
Hilden and Eleanor Gordon.>* Both use this technique to interpret how theories which
developed at national conferences about the space for women’s political involvement
were translated into actions on the shop floor.”® Avoiding parochialism, Gordon
explains how local studies have a broader contribution to make within history, and are
an excellent way to "shed light on some of the key debates which have emerged in the

historical and theoretical literature on women and work."*® The amount of detail they

52S. Bruley, Leninism and Stalinism in the Women’s Movement in Britain, New York, Garland, 1986.

53Sarah Boston, Women Workers and the Trade Union Movement, London, Lawrence & Wishart, 1987;
N. Solden, Women Workers and the Trade Unions, Dublin, Gill & MacMillan, 1978.

5P, Hilden Working Women and Socialist Politics in France 1880 - 1914: A Regional Study, Oxford,
Clarendon Press, 1986; E Gordon, Women and the Labour Movement in Scotland, Oxford, Clarendon

Press, 1991.

*The PSO and Guedist parties in Hilden’s work, and the Trade Unions within Gordon’s.
%Gordon, Women and the Labour Movement in Scotland, p.1.
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can encompass allows many of the stereotypes of large organisations, created from their
national positions, to be successfully challenged. Gordon and Hilden also make an
important contribution to our thinking about the complex nature of women’s relationship
to work and workplace organisations, exploring the "special organisational problems
which arise out of the particularity of [women’s] private and public experiences within
a male dominated world."’ It is this complexity which I believe justifies the need for
separate studies of women and work in particular localities, rather than assuming that
accounts of male experience will mirror correctly the experience of women. With the
exception of my chapter on women in trade unions, much of the work I discuss is of a
political nature. However, I believe that the arguments for women’s separate experience

of such activities is as valid for these bodies as for those which fit our more traditional

ideas of a workplace.

The works cited above critically examine women’s experience within the Trade Union
movement, and in British socialist politics. The historiography dealing with the nature
of women’s involvement in the Liberal or Conservative parties is much less developed.
Both David Morgan and Constance Rover have examined the relationship between the
Liberal Party and suffrage campaigners, but do not extend their coverage beyond
1920.® A recent article by Claire Hirshfield also follows this trend.”” Other authors

such as Martin Pugh and Beatrix Campbell have studied the involvement of women in

S'Hilden, Working Women and Socialist Politics, p.1.

3D, Morgan, Suffragists and Liberals, Oxford, Blackwell, 1985; C. Rover, Women's Suffrage and
Party Politics in Britain, 1866 - 1914, London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1967.

%Clare Hirshfield, "Fractured Faith."
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the Conservative Party.®® However, Pugh’s work focuses on the origins of the early
Primrose League and the involvement of women in elections in the mid nineteenth
century, whilst Campbell mainly charts the efforts of Margaret Thatcher’s Tory Party
to recruit women. Through examining women’s involvement in all three political parties
over a significant period of time, I hope to be able to extend the approaches of the
historians cited above. I believe that it is only through contrasting the opportunities of
activity provided for women by each of the parties within a single area that their stances
towards feminism can be assessed. This reflects the approach of Linda Walker, whose
study of the Women’s Liberal Federation and the Primrose League allows comparisons
to be drawn between the approaches of two separate organisations to recruit women, and
give them access to the wider political arena, on a national scale.®® Over the period
1890 - 1920 it is possible to explore, comparatively, which organisations were the most
successful, first of all in recruiting women members, and, secondly, in maintaining and

improving women’s access to public political life in the longer term.

My work within this thesis has been greatly influenced by those writers who have
recently attempted to expand the uses of biographical writing as an historical tool.
Historians such as Brian Harrison and Johanna Alberti have used collective biographies
to good effect, allowing the disparate concerns of many individuals to be recreated.®
Recently the works of Carolyn Steedman and June Hannam have also shown the value

of biographical approaches in charting the history of a socialist feminism which can

“Martin Pugh, The Tories and the People 1880 - 1935, Oxford, Blackwell, 1985; Beatrix Campbell,
The Iron Ladies: Why Women Vote Tory London, Virago, 1987.

'L, Walker, "Liberal Women and the Primrose League,” in J. Rendall, ed, Equal or Different.

2Johanna Alberti, Beyond Suffrage: Feminsts in War and Peace, 1914 - 1928, London, Macmillan,
1989. Brian Harrison, Prudent Revolutionaries: Portraits of British Feminists Between the Wars, Oxford,
Oxford University Press, 1987.
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easily become lost within the familiar historiography of party splits and policy
debates.®® Whilst my thesis does not claim to offer a substantive biography of any of
Merseyside’s leading political women, it does follow Hannam’s attempts to use "the
individual as a starting point [to] reveal the richness and complexity of social
movements."® The careers of several local activists are charted, highlighting range of

1ssues with which such women concerned themselves.

Local studies also require close engagement with the historiography of an area. The
wide-ranging historiography of nineteenth-century Merseyside underlies much of this

thesis. These works will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter One.

Section 4; Justification and Importance of a Local Study

Arguably the most famous local study in British worr;en’s history is the 1978 work of
Jill Liddington and Jill Norris.®® As the previous section demonstrates, this account
of the suffrage work of working-class women in the Lancashire cotton districts proved
invaluable in facilitating the creation of an alternative suffrage historiography. Yet its
focus is a narrow one, in a way that is not necessarily inherent within the genre. This
narrowness comes from their concern, restated by Liddington in 1984 to use a local

study to create an alternative to the view of the WSPU as the dominant suffrage

©Carolyn Steedman, Childhood, Culture and Class in Britain: Margaret MacMillan, 1860 - 1931,
London, Virago, 1990. June Hannam, Isabella Ford, Oxford, Blackwell, 1989. Similar approaches can
be found also in Stanley with Morely, The Life & Death of Emily Wilding Davison, and Jill Liddington
The Life and Times of a Respectable Rebel: Selina Cooper, 1864 - 1946, London, Virago, 1984.

June Hannam, "‘Usually Neglected in Standard Histories’: Some Issues in Working on the Life of
Isabella Ford, 1855 - 1924", in D. Farran, S. Scott and L. Stanley, eds, "Writing Feminist Biography,"
Studies in Sexual Politics, issues 13 & 14, Manchester, University of Manchester Sociology Department,

1986, pp.4 - 27.
L iddington & Norris, One Hand Tied Behind Us.
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organisation.®® This has led to a tendency to replace one ‘exact’ model of suffrage
history with another. Hence their research on the Lancashire campaign focused on those
areas where the NUWSS was strong, and the WSPU weak, leading to the establishment
of an alternative suffrage history which portrayed the WSPU as marginal and
unrepresentative, whilst the ‘real’ suffrage work was carried out by the NUWSS. The
NUWSS was also presented as a radical, progressive organisation, deeply rooted in the
Lancashire Labour movement, and as being the only suffrage organisation to attract and

retain a working-class membership.

I intend to use the technique of a local study of the Merseyside area to provide a
critique of this hypothesis. My research findings lead to a different interpretation,
showing that the findings of Liddington and Norris do not hold for all Lancashire.
Through uncovering links between the WSPU and radical and socialist politics on
Merseyside, I will show how the character of suffrage organisations could vary widely
even within a small locality such as Lancashire, depending very much on the character
and policies of the local leadership. In contrast to the picture of the NUWSS
constructed by Liddington and Norris, I will illustrate how the Merseyside branches of
this organisation eschewed the local labour movement, creating instead a strong base for
itself within the local Liberal Party, and enjoying wide support from the more

progressive elements of the middle-class elite within local politics.

I am able to do this within my research through taking a broader perspective whilst still
retaining a local focus. Rather than concentrating on a small aspect of a single campaign

I have been concerned with examining the variety of political organisations which

SLiddington, The Life and Times of a Respectable Rebel.
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attracted a wholly or partly female membership during the period. With reference to the
suffrage campaign, for example, I will look not only at the policies and actions of the
WSPU and NUWSS, but of the Women’s Freedom League, and some five other suffrage
organisations which sustained active branches where Merseyside women could organise.
Such a wide ranging study would prove unmanageable at a national level. It is the
ability to provide a broad focus on the range of cross-organisational activities which I
believe constitutes the greatest strength of a local study. This ability allows us also to
examine how national ideologies worked in practice, that is how they were experienced
by the rank and file membership, instead of recreating national debates which may have

had no effect on the lives of many activists.

Celebrating the growth of women’s history in an article written in 1983, Joan Wallach

Scott observed that:

During the last decade, Virginia Woolf’s call for a history of women -

written more than fifty years ago - has been answered....Bookshelves are

now being filled with biographies of forgotten prominent women, chronicles

of feminist movements, and the collected letters of female authors.”’
Key words within this extract are ‘prominent’, ‘movements’ and ‘authors.” Despite the
advances made in reclaiming the role of the rank and file, much women’s history retains
an unbalanced focus on leaders and the role of prominent activists or organisations.
This is understandable. To begin with, there would not be the space within a single
work to recreate the breadth of activities undertaken by all active women. Also, the

comparative accessibility of national movements and leaders makes them attractive

subjects.® However, I believe that women’s history should be about more than just

Joan Wallach Scott, "Women in History," Past and Present, no. 101, November 1983, pp.141-157.

%The organisations leave archives whilst the leadership are more prone to leave letters,
autobiographies or interviews.
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reclaiming prominent bodies. As Slaughter and Kern comment:
To understand the scope and significance of women’s involvement in radical
political movements, we must have some idea of the contradictions and
patterns of this participation as...have appeared in the past. The struggle of
other women to define ideology, translate female consciousness into practice
and scale major obstacles provides us with a historical base by which we can
more accurately assess the current potential of feminist radicalism.®
Or, in Anna Davin’s words:
It is essential, intellectually and politically, to try to understand the past if
we are to understand the present and work effectively for the future we
want....As women we need our history.”
A local study can go a long way towards providing this historical base. The whole
range of past options available can be considered, enabling valuable conclusions to be
drawn as to the reasons underlying the relative successes and failures of various models
of female political organisation. In such a fashion, a picture of how women could and
did gain access to the public political arena in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century

Britain can be created which can teach us much about our current political concerns as

women.

Obviously there is a danger concealed within the geographical boundaries of a local
study. I have already highlighted the challenges my research provides to the findings
of Liddington and Norris who focus on another part of Lancashire, and I accept that
similar studies in other areas of the country would throw up alternative interpretations
to the national picture which differed widely from my findings. However, despite its
specificity, a local study does present a different angle from which the national picture

may be viewed, or a small part of a greater whole. In this particular case, I have been

%Slaughter & Kern, European Women on the Left, p.10.

™Anna Davin, "Redressing the Balance or Transforming the Art?" p.60.
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able to study a far greater range of models of organisation, comparing nationally
developed theories about women’s political involvement with their practice at the grass

roots.

Section 5: Critical Introduction to Sources Used

As my work is concerned with a wide range of organisations, a broad range of detailed
sources chronicling the political activities of women on Merseyside from 1890 - 1920
might be expected to be available. Unfortunately, this is not the case. Obviously, there
are still problems when searching for records of women. Pat Jalland observes in
connection with her work on middle-class women, that whilst;

[the] achievements of the men were saved for posterity....the personal

correspondence of the women was frequently burned. Women’s records

tended to be kept by accident, sentiment or default.”!
This rings even more true when applied to workiﬁg-class women. There are also
additional problems in the lack of archives dealing with some of the political groups I
examine, which are shared by all social historians concerned with radical political
movements. In the case of Merseyside, these are compounded by the sad reality that
the city archives suffered severe bomb damage during the Second World War.”?
However, the absence of specific archives has not made the task of locating the political
activity of local women an impossibility, as enough material remaining on women’s
suffrage movements, party politics and the trade unions. When introducing these

sources I have used the nominal headings of ‘suffrage,” ‘party politics’ and ‘trade

unions’ in order to simplify the task, although there is some overlap between the three

"'pat Jalland, Women, Marriage and Politics, 1860 - 1914, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1988,
p.3.

This does not only apply to the city archives. The records of Walton Gaol, which contain much
relevant detail about local suffragette prisoners, were also lost in this way. Letter to Ms K. Cowman from
the Governor of Walton Gaol, November 1991.
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groups.

Section 5.i: Suffrage

When researching the history of suffrage on Merseyside, the absence of membership
records presents a problem which is by no means unique to the area. The official
records of all suffrage societies, branch minute books, and correspondence and
membership lists tended to remain in the possession of the local, voluntary secretaries.
Few of these have found their way into public archive collections anywhere in the
country. The WSPU kept some national membership lists and figures sporadically, but
this practice ceased as the organisation moved towards increasingly violent militancy
from 1912, as records were frequently seized by the police.”” The national records of
the NUWSS, the WFL, the Church League for Women’s Suffrage, the Catholic
Women’s Suffrage Society, the Men’s League for Woﬁen’s Suffrage and Conservative
and Unionist Women’s Franchise Association and the United Suffragists are frequently
sparse on local detail, whilst no national records of the United Suffragists or the Votes

for Women Fellowship have been traced.

The approach I have taken in the thesis to overcome this problem has been to use the
names mentioned within the newspapers of the period, the local and national daily press,
the local weekly press and the national suffrage press in connection with the branches

and activities of the local suffrage organisations. There are obvious problems with such

"During the conspiracy trial of 1912, official censorship resulted in Votes for Women appearing with
blank columns, where certain articles had been suppressed. This trend continued within The Suffragette
which has frequent references to books and figures being seized by the police up until its suspension by
Christabel Pankhurst at the outbreak of the First World War. The Vote also contains blank spaces when
the WFL resumed militancy in 1913,
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material. Suffrage newspapers were intended first and foremost as propaganda tools.”
They were all intended to convince their readership of the need for women’s suffrage
and to recruit new members by presenting their organisation in a highly positive light.”
Much of the rhetoric in the suffrage press is open to accusations of bias, and it is
important to keep this in mind when using them to reconstruct what was happening in
any area at a given time. However, some balance is achieved by using the reports in
the suffrage press in conjunction with reports in the local press which, whatever their

own biases, were not aimed at building or promoting particular suffrage organisations.

There are also problems connected with the selection of events reported by a
campaigning paper. The majority of material concerning the Merseyside branches is to
be found within the ‘Local Reports’ columns, written and sent down to London by the
local organiser.” The intention of these columns was t§ provide new readers, potential
recruits, with information as to what activities were available within their areas. Reports
were supposed to appear every week, but there are gaps, so what remains is an
impressionistic account, tending to concentrate on more prominent activists, paint a rosy
view of anything which could count as a success, and gloss over or ignore completely

any problems. Despite this, readings of these columns do yield valuable information

MFor this thesis, several suffrage journals have been used. These are, in order of publication:
Women’s Tribune, later Women and Progress, Women's Franchise; Votes for Women; Women’s Freedom
League Temporary Newsheet; Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage Newsletter; The Vote; Common Cause;
The Conservative and Unionist Women's Franchise Review; The Suffragette; The Freewoman, The Church
League for Women'’s Suffrage Monthly Paper; the Independent Suffragette; The Catholic Suffragist; The
Britannia; and The Suffragette News Sheet. Some of these provide a wealth of detail over a number of
years. Others enjoy a lesser degree of longevity, but are nevertheless most useful. They are reference
throughout the thesis when used.

3This need for a positive image was most keenly felt by the WSPU and WFL during their times of
militancy, and their papers contain much repeated explanations of the need for militant tactics.

A1l suffrage papers used here either contained these on separate pages, or devoted space to area
reports within their main accounts of campaigns.
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about the range of activities available to women within the local suffrage organisations,
and the numbers of women who were participating in them. Even assuming that the
reports featured only the most active members by name, the fact that for example almost
one thousand women were mentioned by name in Votes for Women and The Suffragette
in connection with Merseyside WSPU branches between 1907 and 1914 gives the

t.”” Tracing the

organisation a far wider constituency than other studies would admi
names of activists over the years can also lead to evidence of cross-organisational

activity by certain individuals, as well as showing the recruiting of new supporters over

a period of years, and the presence of a stable core of long term members.

In addition to these sources, and published accounts referenced, there are other forms
of evidence for local women’s suffrage movements. These are rare and sporadic, but
give valuable glimpses of the internal working of lOCZ.ll branches, and are referenced
when used. There are also occasional mentions in council and police records, again
mentioned where applicable. I have also relied on evidence collected from the written
and oral testimonies of the children of three women prominent within the local suffrage
campaign.”® Their memories of their mothers’ suffrage activities rely on their
recollections of family stories rather than on first hand knowledge. However, their
testimonies have been valuable in helping to create an impression of the wide variety

of activities undertaken by suffrage campaigners on Merseyside, and the broad social

""This figure does include women who came in from outside the area, such as Christabel Pankhurst,
but is mainly comprised of local women who publicly associated themselves. Activities which led to a
mention in the press ranged from speaking at meetings to entertaining at socials, and from taking official
office to donating a shilling to the funds.

™These are Mr Frimstone, son of Noel Frimstone, secretary and co-founder of the Liverpool Men’s
League for Women’s Suffrage, and Ethel Frimstone (nee Martin), WSPU activist. Also, of Mr Edgar
Criddle, son of Helah Criddle of Wallasey WSPU and Socialist Society, and Mrs Paula Francomb,
daughter of Jane Colquitt of Liverpool Women’s Suffrage Society.
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base in which these were located.

Section 5.ii: Political Parties and Trade Unions

Local political parties have left more specific records. A substantial archive exists
relating to the Liverpool Trades Council and Labour Party. The Trades Council
admitted women delegates from 1890, the Labour Party from its inception. The records
show a number of active women, as well as discussions relating to women. However,
they only cover the district party, and give no detail on local branches, effectively
cutting out a layer of active female membership. This can partly be overcome through
applying the tactics used in the suffrage section to the national socialist press such as
the Clarion and the Labour Leader. Even more useful are the two local socialist papers
which survive,.the Liverpool Labour Chronicle which ran from 1894 to 1902, and the
Liverpool Forward 1912 to 1914. These give a weaith of detail on individuals and
groups, as well as having a clearer indication of the true extent of an alternative socialist
culture on Merseyside. The Labour Chronicle also has a woman’s page which helps
redress the inequalities within the District Labour Party archives. Further valuable
evidence comes from national collections with a strong local bias. The Fabian Society
archives at Nuffield College, Oxford, contain much material relating to the active local
branch of this body. Similarly, the papers of Labour Annual editor Joseph Edwards and
his Liverpool wife Eleanor Keeling show local concerns and connections. These and

other papers are referenced fully within the bibliography.

For the Liberal and Conservative Parties, the absence of local newspapers means that
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their archives are not as rich as for socialist groups.” However, some local papers had
political links, (the Conservative Courier and Liberal Daily Post for instance), and
carried detailed reports of their meetings. These are consolidated by the papers of the
Primrose League and the Women’s Liberal Federation which both have a local
dimension. There are also several published sources relating to the activities of
members of local political parties, either autobiographies, or collected speeches or

satirical biographies published locally.

For the trades unions, a mixture of political sources have been drawn on. These range
from the papers and newspapers of the Women’s Trade Union League, through to local
press reports of strikes involving women. In addition to these there are some
autobiographical fragments by local trade union activists, published and unpublished,
referenced within the bibliography. These tend to be tfle work of men, but sometimes
include references to local women activists. Again, they have been more valuable for

the impressions they convey than for giving concrete facts and figures.

Section 5.iii: Other Sources Used

Other fragmentary sources have helped broaden my understanding of women’s political
involvement in Merseyside at this time. Whilst the local records of the Women’s Co-
operative Guild are stronger for the period after the First World War, the minute book
of the Toxteth branch survives for the earlier period, indicating a broad variety of
concerns for the membership of this body, and highlighting some areas of cross-

organisational activity as suffragettes and socialists surface in its pages. Much of

™There is the late nineteenth century Liberal Review of Politics, Society, Literature and the Arts, later
the Liverpool Review of Politics, Society & etc, but this is far more than a local Liberal Party
campaigning paper, covering arts events, fashion, architecture, and giving little coverage of Liberal party
news itself.
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women’s early public activity, whether party directed or not, came through public bodies
such as the Boards of Guardians, and their surviving records chart their concerns and
actions in this area. Church records provide yet more insight into women’s public work.
Between 1890 and 1914, many Merseyside churches involved themselves in highly
political issues such as socialism, suffrage and municipal poverty, with women at the
forefront. Archives and magazines show how women were involved in these issues, and

also how they were often the same women who were active elsewhere.

From all of these sources, I have constructed a large database of individuals mentioned
in any way in connection with the local political organisations I am examining. This
consists of over five thousand entries, representing around four thousand local women.
For single-sex organisations I have included both women and the few men mentioned
within sources, whilst for mixed organisations I have iﬁcluded only women. I have used
this to provide information about levels of public activity and indications of cross-
organisational involvement. The database is subject to the limitations of sources
mentioned above, and to problems of representativeness, as only individuals who did
something (such as speaking, chairing a meeting, or taking a collection) appear in the
sources. However, it does provide evidence for a continuity of activity within varying
locations by individuals within the period, and gives a broad indication of the large

numbers of women involved in local politics.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION TO MERSEYSIDE

1.1: Introduction

‘Merseyside’ is a recent conception, a product of 1970s local government reorganisation.
The area covered by today’s county boundaries belonged, during the timespan of this
thesis, to South West Lancashire and North West Cheshire, separated by the River
Mersey. Yet, surprisingly to someone who grew up with the local dissent around the
creation of Merseyside and can remember well the fury of successive ‘Wirral out of
Merseyside’ campaigns, a definite sense of ‘Merseyside’ is found in the 1890s. There
is a real corporate identity amongst those who lived on the Lancashire and Cheshire
sides of the river. One reason for this may be in the demographic relocations which
occurred in the later nineteenth century, moving wealthy individuals to the villages
which developed into Merseyside’s suburbs. For those who moved West across the
river, Liverpool represented the same as for those who moved North, South or East: the
city. Liverpool’s business centre made and controlled their fortunes. Its cultural
opportunities provided their leisure. Its shops clothed them and furnished their houses
In some cases its churches and chapels remained the focus of their spiritual lives.
Consequently, many of the organisations discussed in this thesis which relied on the
personal networks of early members for their initial development grew as Merseyside
rather than Liverpool and Wirral branches. This trend is particularly marked in relation
to suffrage organisations. WSPU organisers were Liverpool based, but responsible for
members in Cheshire too, and members freely participated in activities on either side of
the river in its name. Similarly, the local Catholic Suffrage Society, although

concentrated mainly in the Catholic areas of Northern Liverpool, was founded by Wirral
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inhabitant Florence Barry.

In party political organisations, the trend is less discernable as much activity centres
around local town and city councils. Yet even here certain individuals retain a
Merseyside focus. Mrs Jeannie Mole, pioneer socialist and organiser of women’s trade
unions in Liverpool devoted thirty years of her life to political work in the city whilst
residing on the Wirral. Socialist suffragette Hattie Mahood organised first in Birkenhead
and then simultaneously for the whole of Merseyside, and never allowed her Wirral
address to prevent her taking an active role in the life of Liverpool’s Pembroke Chapel.
Similar networks formed amongst Liberal and Conservative women, although much of
their branch activity was more party affiliated and thus more localised. For this reason,
although the main body of this thesis concerns Liverpool, the somewhat anachronistic
term ‘Merseyside’ will also be used, specifically when dealing with organisations such
as the suffrage groups who would have recognised'the geographical area if not the

modern county.

For women seeking political activity, Victorian Merseyside offered many choices. Some
saw their primary allegiance as being to their class, others to their sex or to a political
party (often dictated by class). Also, there were occasions when those who normally
prioritised one of these chose to subjugate it temporarily in favour of another, as through
the cross-class and cross-party alliances found in local suffrage groups. The politics of
the workplace, frequently demonstrated through trade union activities were important,
as were wider concerns of philanthropy and education. The remainder of this chapter
will contextualise the areas in which women worked through outlining the social,

political and geographic characteristics of Victorian and Edwardian Merseyside.
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As Tony Lane has recently pointed out, "Liverpool is the only city in Britain....upon

' Yet whilst there are no end of recent

which other Britons have definite opinions."
newspaper articles tracing the industrial decline and urban problems of the region
academic histories of Liverpool are rather sparse.” Compared with the self-conscious
chronicles of municipal greatness which appeared in Liverpool as in other similar cities
at the end of the nineteenth century aimed at explaining how the city came to be what
it was, the twentieth century rests largely untouched.” There are works dealing with
specific aspects of the area. Wal Hamling has written on the history of the local trades
council up to 1948. Tony Lane has traced how the port contributed to the local character
of the area. Harold Hikin’s edited collection on trade unionism details the 1919 police
strike amongst other events. Greg Anderson has greatly increased knowledge of the
local Clerks’ Association, forerunner of NALGO, and Bob Holton has worked on local
syndicalism, especially concerning the 1911 transport strike.* Whilst these all provide
excellent material on the history of the local labour movement, and concentrate more

on the experience of the rank and file, they have a narrow focus. A more substantial

work is that of P. J. Waller which provides "a history of over a century of recent

'"Tony Lane, Liverpool, Gateway of Empire, London, Lawrence and Wishart, 1987, p.13.

*These generally follow events which bring Liverpool to national prominence. See for example British
national press coverage of the Toxteth Riots, August 1981; St Saviour’s school, February - March 1982;
the Heysel Stadium disaster, May 1985; the stand off between the city council and central government,
August - November 1986.

3See, for example, J. A. Picton, Memorials of Liverpool, Historical and Topographical, London,
Longmans, 1875; R. Muir, History of Liverpool, London, Liverpool University Press, 1907.

‘Wal Hamling, A Short History of the Liverpool Trades Council 1848-1948, Liverpool, Liverpool
Trades Council and Labour Party, 1948; Lane, Gateway to Empire; Harold Hikins, Building the Union"
Studies of the Growth of the Workers’ Movement on Merseyside, Liverpool, Toulouse Press, 1973; Greg
Anderson, The Service Occupations of Nineteenth-Century Liverpool, Salford, Salford Papers in
Economics, Salford University, 1981; Bob Holton, British Syndicalism 1900 - 1914, London, Pluto Press,
1976.
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political life."* This work of painstaking detail adds much to our understanding of the
development of Liverpool’s political map. However, it has nothing to say specifically
about the role of women in this development. Few women appear within the work, and
no women'’s organisations are mentioned in the index, not even those affiliated to the
local political parties so richly detailed. The main focus of the work is "sectarian
conflict [which] especially injected political life with unusual intensity and moulded the
popular Conservatism and immature Labour Party which were the hallmarks of
Liverpool before the Second World War."® A more recent collection by John Belchem
challenges this view, as I will show later in this chapter, postulating that in many areas
of local life, "the unbridgeable division was not sectarian, but sexual."” This thesis is
an attempt to explore the extent and rigidity of this division locally, and reclaim the

contribution of a generation of women to the development of Liverpool’s history.®?

One thing common to all these histories is an agreement that Liverpool is "the exception
which proved the rule."® Indeed, as Michael Bentley has cautioned;

Liverpool says much that is unrepeatable....[it] stands as a warning to anyone
wishing to paint a national picture by enlarging local tints.'

Much of this thesis supports these observations. In many areas, Liverpool remains a

5p. J. Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism: A Political and Social History of Liverpool 1869 - 1939,
Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 1981, p.xiv.

*Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p.xv.

7. Belchem, "Introduction: The Peculiarities of Liverpool,” in J. Belchem, ed, Popular Politics, Riot
and Labour; Essays in Liverpool History 1790 - 1940, Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 1992, p.7.

¥1 cannot claim to be the only person working in this field. For example, Pat Ayers has done valuable
work on local women in the inter-war period, and Linda Grant has pioneered work on Liverpool women
and the trade unions. Other earlier historians such as Margaret Simey, whilst not focusing entirely on
women’s contribution to social services, have demonstrated an awareness of its importance.

Belchem, ed, Popular Politics, p.1.

"®Michael Bentley, The Climax of Liberal Politics, cited in Belchem, ed, Popular Politics, p.1.

49



thorn in the historian’s side, the asymmetrical shape which stubbornly refuses to fit
neatly into a national picture. Obviously, in the area of local politics, local peculiarities
govern development and can account for much of this difference, as will be illustrated
below. However, as I indicated in the Introduction, recent developments in other areas
such as suffrage historiography have thrown up so many ‘exceptions’ in particular
localities as to call into question the validity of taking any national ‘rule.” As a social
historian, I believe that local histories are no more a true picture than national ones, and
am not attempting here to create an alternative overall picture of women’s political
involvement between 1890 and 1920. However, I must take issue with the claim of
Waller, who prefaces his book about Liverpool with the observation that "the mass of
people" remain elusive within history, and that "the problem [for the historian] is not
to recover them, for that is impossible."ll Whilst each individual member of an
organisation may not be recoverable, the immediacy of a local study allows us to get
closer to the individual’s experience of political activity. By focusing on the continuities
and changes within a single area over a short period of time, I hope to reclaim what
political activity meant to the majority of women who undertook it, who had to fit it in
as part of their everyday lives, rather than concentrate on the experience of a national

leadership who were often able to subjugate everything to their cause.

1.2: "A Threshold to The Ends of the Earth" : Later Victorian Liverpool

The industrial revolution, the Slave Trade and a geographical position which made it the
perfect port for America all assisted in transforming Liverpool into one of the largest
ports in Victorian England. However, unlike other British cities, ports or otherwise,

which expanded simultaneously, Liverpool is unique in that it was "an urban complex

"Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p.xv.
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built and founded on commerce."'? Liverpool became a borough in 1207, granted its
charter by King John. By the time of Victoria’s accession, local manufacturing
industries which had existed, such as pottery and watch making, had vanished without
being replaced. Sparse attempts to introduce cotton manufacturing to the port in the
nineteenth century met with little success, Liverpool lacking the tradition of textile

working common to the rest of Lancashire."

Manufacturing trades which did develop through the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries tended to be dominated by and associated with the port. Thus there were
shipyards (mainly on the Cheshire side of the Mersey) rope makers and chandlers. Other
industries also reflected Liverpool’s port status, and lay close to the docks or the canal.
Sugar and whale oil refining were important to the local economy. Muspratt’s chemical
works was sited in Vauxhall Road alongside the Leeds-Liverpool canal, allowing easy
import of raw and export of refined products. Soap making and tobacco processing also
reflected the port function. Women, who were never welcomed on the docks, found their
employment opportunities limited within the port. Without the large textile factories of
Northern Lancashire, Waller situates most women in smaller trades associated with the

" An even larger

port; tobacco making, confectionary, rope making and sack making.
number of women found employment in domestic service. By 1911, there were 6,700

female clerks (including typists) in the city." All of these forms of employment share

a lack of collectivisation, which coloured the development of female trade unionism

?D. Caradog Jones, A Social Survey of Merseyside, London, University Press of Liverpool/Hodder
and Stoughton, 1934,

"See Caradog Jones, Social Survey of Merseyside, Volume 1, pp.30-31.
"“Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p.358, note 18.

Bwaller, Democracy and Sectarianism, pp.6-7.
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locally, as Chapter Three will explain.

Geographical features limited Liverpool’s growth. The River Mersey prevented
expansion to the West.' As it provided the main source of employment at manual and
commercial level, the city initially developed along its banks. The basic structure of
today’s commercial centre was in place by the eighteenth century. Surrounding it were
large and splendid family homes build for the emerging middle-classes during the
Georgian period, close to their business areas. Beyond this, lands to the North South
and West remained farmlands with small villages. On the outskirts lay the often

substantial remains of the old landed estates, still inhabited by titled aristocracy.

By 1890, Liverpool geographically began to resemble the area recognisable today.
Through the later nineteenth century, many of the middle-class inhabitants moved from
the city centre, and a trend in suburban living developed which has yet to be fully
reversed. Large homes in the centre were vacated in favour of newer properties in
emerging suburbs to the South and East. Often these were the only substantial buildings
in areas which remained essentially villages without the city boundaries. Boundary
changes gradually began to take account of population movement. In 1895, the
municipal boundaries established in 1835 were altered to include the separate townships
of Walton, Wavertree, outstanding portions of Toxteth, and some of West Derby.

Garston was added in 1901, Fazakerly in 1905, Allerton, Childwall, Little Woolton and

'*The River Mersey remained a solid boundary. The first rail tunnel was opened in 1886, but offered
mobility mainly for the middle and upper-classes who were relocating their homes in Cheshire’s rural
suburbs. Ferry boat remained the main way of crossing for pedestrians and cars until the road tunnel was
opened in 1934.
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Much Woolton in 1913."

The displacement of the middle-class population from the city centre coincided with an
influx of immigrants to the developing port, and led to the growth of slums within the
city centre and its surrounding areas, especially in the Scotland Road area to the North.
Unscrupulous builders capitalised on the necessity caused by rising migration, and the
infamous courts developed. This pattern of poorer housing within the inner city and
North contrasting with better housing in the Eastern and Southern suburbs remained
consistent for the 1890 - 1920 period, although some city centre areas retained a low
level of middle-class habitation, notably the Abercrombey parliamentary constituency
around the University which attracted a large population of middle-class intellectuals,
many of whom were politically active. The trend towards building housing for upper-
working and lower-middle classes began as the city expanded, and was exemplified in
areas such as the Dingle and Wavertree by small, three-bedroomed terraces, each with
their own back yard and private lavatory. Such districts were colonised by skilled
workers (confectioners, cabinet makers, sea captains and their counterparts) as well as
the newer professions of clerks, policemen and schoolteachers. The geographical
development of the city coupled with a poor system of transport from the new suburbs
to anywhere but the city centre minimised all contact between the impoverished
working-classes and their fellow citizens. Indeed, save for the presence of barefoot
beggars in the fashionable shopping streets of the city centre many middle-class citizens

could live without any connection with the poor.

"See Muir, History of Liverpool, p-302; G. Chandler, Liverpool, London, B. T. Batsford, 1907, or
Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, passim.
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By 1885, Liverpool had attracted sufficient immigrants to merit the title "the Marseilles
of England."'® The Irish community, which can be traced back to the twelfth century,
numbered 78,000 by 1881." Many of their number were poor, casual labourers, who
often found their lives in the North end slums worse than the situation they had left.
A significant Welsh community was attracted by the opportunities of the port, estimated
at between 60 - 70,000 by 1881.%° Their common language, and network of chapels,
stressed their separateness from the non-Welsh community. These were the main ethnic
groups, although large numbers from Scotland, Cumberland and Westmorland also made
the voyage by sea down the West Coast of England to settle. This diversity of
population added to a local sense of identity in much the same way as immigrants to
America instantly became ‘Americans’ (with their former ethnic identity acting as a
prefix). As Tony Lane summarises, "Liverpool was the gateway of the British
Empire....[and her] people became accustomed to thinking of themselves as belonging

to a city with a place in the world."*'

1.3: Party Politics

The history of Liverpool’s municipal politics demonstrates much of the uniqueness
which has come to characterise the city. Politically Liverpool returned a Conservative
administration from 1890 - 1920 (and beyond) apart from a brief Liberal interlude

between 1892 - 5. This can be explained in terms of peculiarities in both parties. The

8T, H. S. Escott, England, its People, Policy and Pursuits, quoted in Waller, Democracy and
Sectarianism, p.7.

YWaller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p.7.

*"Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p.9.

*'Lane, Gateway of Empire, p.22. His first chapter, "Gateway of Empire" is packed with embellished
descriptions of the greatness of the port, taken from observers as diverse as Charles Dickens and Francis

Kilvert.
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Conservative Party managed to appeal broadly to all classes. Their economic strategies
were applauded by merchants as the best ones to safeguard both personal fortunes and
the future of the port, whilst they enjoyed a level of working-class organisation
unrivalled in any other contemporary city. Waller explains that;
....fluency characterized the Liverpool Conservative leaders’ social
behaviour. They ‘mixed with the crowd without assumption of superiority;
they have become Freemasons, Oddfellows, Buffaloes, Shepherds etc; they
have attended Trade Union balls and danced freely with the women.” The
Conservatives’ ascendency....was in part a tour de force of five men [who]
had a common touch....Class distances did not vanish, but some
Conservatives by a conspiracy of social breeziness made fainter lines of
exclusion.?
The Working Men’s Conservative Association expanded constantly up to 1914 whilst
women developed an active Conservative and Unionist Women’s Franchise
Association.”? This organisation, which will be discussed in Chapter Seven, reflects

Waller’s observations on fluidity, attracting Conservative women from throughout

Merseyside.

Victorian Liberalism in Liverpool failed to develop the strong working-class base it
demonstrated in areas such as Birmingham. Aside from the brief interlude of 1892 - 5,
local Liberal success was limited to certain wards and parliamentary constituencies
There was no significant support amongst the newly enfranchised, an attempt to form
a Working Men’s Liberal Association achieving only 4 branches in 1873.* Much of
the blame for this situation can be laid at the door of the few grand families who
personified local Liberalism. These grand local families permeated all levels of

Liverpool’s political society, as Tony Lane observes:

2Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, pp.16-17.
BIbid, p.17.

“Ibid, p.16.
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[Although] few had been resident for more than three generations and they
were not always the most conspicuously rich....[they had] a cachet....based
upon....commitment to civic duty. Without flamboyant display they
practised noblesse oblige in the city in the same way that landowning
families were supposed to practise it in the countryside. They sat in
committees that offered no direct financial gain but which improved the
quality of public life; their names were on the subscription lists raising
money for good works and public projects.”
Indeed, their very names became public projects. Holt Road, Bowring Park, Rathbone
Road and Picton Library are just some of the surviving connections which link them to
the city today. The patrician style of the Rathbones, the Holts, the Bowrings and the
Mellys, who "neither worked hard at elections nor saw the need to do so" owed more
to eighteenth-century Whig traditions than to nineteenth-century radicalism.?® This
"exclusive set, dominated by the richer merchants, shipowners and brokers" of the
district, were tainted in the eyes of many fellow merchants due to their families’
opposition to slavery, a position akin to heresy in a port owing much of its prosperity
to the African trade.”’ They were joined in the late nineteenth century by a younger
generation of Liberal families such as the Muspratts, the Brights, the Crosfields and the
Cherrys, "newcomers making new fortunes and needing to establish their social

importance."”® These were less patrician in their political outlook, but still firmly part

of a municipal élite.

From this newer generation came a group of active Liberal women, who joined the
daughters of older Liberal families to establish a wide and influential network.

Although the Women’s Liberal Federation is not mentioned by Waller, their many

»Lane, Gateway to Empire, p.53.
%Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p.13.
7Ibid, p.13.

*Lane, Gateway to Empire, pp.53-4.
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branches in the city demonstrate high political involvement by Liberal women within
both the local party, and their own separate organisations. Women from this
organisation, which will be discussed in Chapters Four and Eight, also formed the

effective leadership of the Liverpool Women’s Suffrage Society.”

The Liverpool Labour Party was in its formative stages in 1890, but had expanded
massively by 1920. The beginnings of organised labour locally can be traced back as
far as 1848, when the Liverpool Trades Guardian Association was established. This
became the Liverpool Trades Council in 1888. Although Waller dismisses it as being
"bypassed [by] politically active workmen," a more thorough history records its

importance in building New Unionism locally.*

New Unionism had a widespread
effect amongst the city’s female workforce, with a Women’s Industrial Council forming
in 1889 under the influence of Mrs Jeannie Mole. After Mrs Mole’s pioneering work
amongst women workers, which will be explored in Chapter Three, women were

admitted as Trades Council delegates, and their organisations continued to grow, albeit

sporadically, throughout the period covered by this thesis.

Liverpool’s Independent Labour Party and Fabian Society had a closely linked
membership, which included several active women as will be demonstrated in Chapters
Four and Eight. These bodies, formed in 1892, enjoyed a slow but steady rise through
municipal politics throughout the timespan of this thesis. Their small but significant
electoral successes rested on a broad network of rich socialist culture, with a plethora

of activities ranging from choirs to rambling clubs, open to members of either sex.

®This organisation will be covered in Chapter Five.

¥Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p-100; Hamling, A Short History of the Liverpool Trades
Council.
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Other socialists joined the SDF branch, first founded in 1882 then relaunched a decade
later. Some SDF branches later became part of the British Socialist Party which enjoyed
a brief period of popularity in Liverpool in the years immediately preceding the First
World War, although Bob Holton has found that attempts to make the BSP branch
viable floundered due to the persistence locally of "those who wished to remain as
dissidents within the SDF."*’ Women were important in building and spreading this
socialist culture, as later local socialists such as Bessie Braddock and Jack Jones
testified, their recollections of their socialist roots both stressing the role that women

played as educators for socialism within the local Socialist Sunday Schools.*

Apart from the main three strands of Conservatism, Liberalism and Socialism, Liverpool
had other political movements organised within a formal party structure. Irish
Nationalists represented Liverpool electors in the council and in Parliament through the
Irish National League of Great Britain.*> Waller sees them as more important than the
LTC, as one of their members, J G Taggart, was "Liverpool’s first working-class
councillor" elected in 1888.>* However, Ron Bean, who also charts the Irish influence
on local politics, believes that their success was as much due to work they did on behalf

of all their working-class electors than to the sectarian interests Waller reads as

3'B. Holton, "Syndicalism and Labour on Merseyside 1906 - 14" in Hikins, ed, Building the Union,
p.134. The BSP’s paper was sold at ten shops in the city, indicating interest if not membership.
However, The Clarion, which carried BSP branch reports, gives a more optimistic reading of events,
showing branches developing steadily.

2gee B. Braddock & J. Braddock, The Braddocks, London, Macdonald & Co, 1963. Also, J. Jones,
"A Liverpool Socialist Education," History Workshop Journal 18, Autumn 1984, pp.92-101.

3For more detail of this organisation in Liverpool, see L. W. Brady, T. P. O’Connor and the
Liverpool Irish, London, Royal Historical Society, 1983.

3Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, p.100.
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paramount in their politics.” Taggart, for example, was the first secretary of the local
branch of the National Union of Gasworkers, and very much a ‘New Unionist,’
instrumental in getting a fair wage clause adopted into corporation contracts. Women
were also able to organise separately in nationalist politics through the Ladies’ Branch
of the Irish National League. This was formed in 1891 by Miss Paul, daughter of a city

councillor, but has left no records of its activities.*®

As yet there are no specific histories of Liverpool’s individual parties, and existing
references do not list the ordinary membership. Membership figures given in published
histories refer to men, with women’s contribution remaining uncharted. However, the
contrast between the emphasis given to women’s contribution to local socialism in the
works of Waller and Hamling, or to local Liberalism between Waller and the Women’s
Liberal Federation Reports, indicates that lack of historical references does not equal
lack of incidence. In the 1890s the Trades Council first admitted women to its ranks,
and the Liberal Party allowed a separate women’s section to form. This decade then
should hold evidence of the beginnings of a change locally both in the way women were
viewed by politically active men, and in the levels of public political involvement they

were able to claim for themselves.

1.4: Religion and Neighbourhood Politics

In the area of other political activities, sometimes stretching into neighbourhood politics,
women have achieved more historical prominence. Partly this reflects the influence of

separate spheres ideology, whose rhetoric encouraged women to perform charitable

*R. Bean, "Aspects of New Unionism in Liverpool 1889 - 91," in Hikins, ed, Building the Union,
p.110-111.

*Liverpool Review of Politics, Society, Literature and the Arts, 18th July 1891.
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work, and give some of their time to voluntary organisations, but did not approve of
their entering the party political arena. As many of these women were middle-class,
their actions can be traced through the written records they left, both in personal
collections and through a media which was generally keen to cover charitable events.”
Religion often added a respectable edge to charitable work, although within Liverpool
extra-mural religious activities were by no means restricted to the arena of middle-class

philanthropy.

The strong element of Catholicism which has come to dominate twentieth-century
Liverpool emerged in the mid nineteenth-century. Before that, Liverpool was a
predominantly Protestant town, and had been at the time of the English Civil War.
What altered both this and the character of much local Protestantism was the massive
influx of Irish immigrants from the 1840s. Although Liverpool had had Orange Lodges
since the early 1800s, immigration invested them with fresh dynamism. The marching
season leading up to July 12th became a time for prolonged street battles. Newspaper
reports show men and women’s participation, and it was not uncommon to find women
serving prison sentences as a result, including the infamous ‘Belfast Mary’ who
allegedly required six policemen to arrest her.®®* Waller’s Democracy and Sectarianism
holds the view that sectarianism was always the main political issue in the city.
However, some campaigns, (notably suffrage, but also some trade union and party
political work) show cross-religious organisation. Whilst some trades were undoubtedly

Catholic or Protestant, it would be dangerous to assume consistent sectarianism on the

'Pat Jalland, Women, Marriage and Politics 1860 - 1914, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1986.
This is based on collections of family papers and observes that the survival of middle-class women’s
personal papers is fortuitous as many families kept men’s papers but destroyed women’s.

*See Barbara Whittingham-Jones, The Pedigree of Liverpool Politics: White, Orange and Green,
Liverpool, no publisher, 1936.
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part of the workforce without further investigation. Eric Taplin has recently indicated
this, finding that "religious differences....were less divisive than historians have
assumed” and could be forgotten at times of major conflict, whilst John Bohstedt
removes sectarianism from the workplace altogether, seeing its appeal in the
associational culture it provided.*® It would appear that the long overdue reassessment

of sectarianism has begun.

Leaving aside the community work done by Catholic women in the local Catholic
Women’s Suffrage Society during the First World War which Chapter Nine will discuss,
it was from Liverpool’s non-conformist community that much organised charity initially
came. Margaret Simey places the local Unitarians at the forefront of local
philanthropy.** Many of the families mentioned in connection with Liberalism’s
municipal é€lite figure again here, underlining their patrician stance, although
philanthropy brought them into direct contact with the urban poor. Liverpool’s first
non-conformist Chapels were in the city centre, in Hope Street and Renshaw Street, and
whilst new congregations formed in places such as Ullet Road, reflecting the population
shift, Hope Street remained until after the First World War. Local Baptists, who tended
to be less middle-class, and also more radical than the Unitarians, increased their city
centre base at Pembroke Chapel in the 1890s. This allowed them instant access to the
poor for philanthropic activities. However, Pembroke soon came to represent much

more, hosting many political activities such as suffrage meetings and socialist

39E.Taplin, "‘False Dawn of New Unionism’; Labour Unrest in Liverpool 1871-1873," in Belchem,
ed, Popular Politics, p.7. See also J. Bohstedt, "More than One Working Class: Protestant and Catholic
Riots in Edwardian Liverpool," in the same collection.

“Margaret Simey, Charitable Effort in Liverpool in the Nineteenth Century, Liverpool, Liverpool
University Press, 1951. For further details of the splits between various strands of local non-conformists,
see Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism, passim.
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conferences. Within Pembroke, women played a full role in the church. Suffragette
Hattie Mahood was a deacon there, with other WSPU members regularly attending
church meetings. Socialist Ethel Snowden was also a member of the chapel, and on one

occasion preached from its pulpit.*!

Unitarianism was less radical than Baptism, more concerned with preserving a veneer
of respectability. Yet through their charitable work, Unitarian women found a means
to escape the gender confines of this same respectability. Simey explains:
The ideals of middle-class society....pressed heavily upon women....The
increased prestige of idleness as the traditional characteristic of
gentility....drove women to the extremes of time filling ingenuity for which
they have been derided ever since.*
Added to this was a general removal of women from social work in the mid nineteenth
century as it became more professionalised. The establishment of institutions for the
poor made them less accessible to women who had freely visited them in their homes.
Simey points to an extreme case in Liverpool of women being barred by their church
from workhouse visits once it was discovered that another denomination was freely
working there, and that the two groups might come into contact.* Unitarians, whose

mission to the poor, founded in 1831, was based on direct contact, allowed women more

space within their visiting work.

As the family links outlined above indicate, much of Liverpool’s philanthropy was both

Unitarian and Liberal in character, and was largely controlled by a benevolent élite who

“See I. Sellers, "Nonconformist Attitudes in Later Nineteenth Century Liverpool," Transactions of the
Historical Society of Lancashire and Cheshire, CXIV, 1962, pp.215-239. Also, L. Sellers, Salute to
Pembroke, unpublished typescript in Liverpool Record Office.

“Simey, Charitable Effort in Liverpool, p.62.

“Ibid, p.61.
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defined the deserving poor and the amount of relief they should receive. However, for
the women of the élite families, it offered a model for public activity, which they could
build on in areas such as the public Boards once electoral reform opened these to female

candidates, as Chapter Two will show.

Thus, the years 1890-1920 saw very rapid changes in Liverpool. Its geographical
borders widened, whilst its political map, though still overwhelmingly Tory with Liberal
islands, began gradually to reflect electoral reforms through occasional Labour successes.
Public political opportunities for women, virtually non-existent until the 1880s,
multiplied rapidly, until they became an accepted, if minority part, of local public life.
Yet in order to get to this position, many conventions had to be broken by women who
were in many senses political pioneers. The next chapter will outline some of the routes
taken into public life by these first women, who paved the way for some of the

twentieth century’s best known female political activists to follow.
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Plate Two

SOCIETY ¥FOR

THE RETURN OF

Women as Guardians & District Councillors

Reasons for having Women as Poor Law Guardians.

—

—DBecause the larger number of inmates of Workhouses
are women and children.

W

.—Because Pauperism can be greatly diminished by care in
the bringing up of children.

.—Because girls, brought up in Workhouses and Poor Law
Schools, require the advice of Women Guardians to
ensure their better training for domestic work.

(8]

4.—DBecause Women Guardians have proved their utility in
the Unions where they have been elected.

.—Because many women having leisure can give careful
attention to details brought before Boards of Guardians.

wun

6.—Because some of the women who are brought before
Guardians require the care and consideration of their
own sex.

Ior these reasons the support of the ratepayers, to secure the
election of a fair proportion of women as Poor Law Guardians is

earnestly requested.

*An Annual Subscription of 5s. constitutes Membership of
the S’/CI.I‘['\'.

Lor general information apply ts the Secretary,
4, SANCTUARY, WESTMINSTER, S.W.

Printed by Hamilton Bros,, Westminster, S W

Handbill from the Society for the Return of Women as Guardians and District

Councillors, c¢. 1890.
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CHAPTER TWO

"THERE ARE MANY LADIES WHO CAN DO USEFUL WORK"

WOMEN ON LIVERPOOL’S LOCAL GOVERNMENT BOARDS

1890 - 1914

2.1: Local Government and its Significance for Victorian Feminists

Local government was the first public arena to test theories about the nature and extent
of women’s political involvement. Although, as Rubinstein observes, "the qualifications
required of women....elected [for] office were almost impenetrable to contemporaries and
have remained so to historians," the later Victorian period witnessed a slow but steady
trickle of successful women candidates.! The 1907 Qualification of Women (County
and Borough Councils) Act which established the right of women to stand for council
office, providing they met the property qualifications demanded of male candidates, was
preceded by many smaller victories. The Poor Law Boards, based on common law, had
always accepted women although it was not until 1875 that Martha Merrington put this
to the test in London. The reduction of property qualifications for vestry election to £5
in 1892 followed by their removal in 1894 allowed many more women to stand as
guardians. The School Boards, established by the 1870 Education Act, admitted women
from the start, and had no electoral qualifications. Many prominent feminists including
Annie Besant, Emmeline Pankhurst and Charlotte Despard had their first taste of elective

office on the boards.

'David Rubinstein, Before the Suffragettes, New York, St Martins Press, 1986, p.165, and Chapter 10.
Also, Patricia Hollis, "Women in Council: Separate Spheres, Public Space,” in J. Rendall, ed, Equal or
Different: Women’s Politics 1800-1914, Oxford, Blackwell, 1987; Patricia Hollis, Ladies Elect: Women
in English Local Government 1865-1914, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1987; B. Keith-Lucas, The English
Local Government Franchise - A Short History, Oxford, Blackwell, 1952, pp.164-168.
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Two main contemporary viewpoints supported this trend. Both enthusiastically
highlighted the contribution of women to this area of public life, but drew widely
different conclusions. Many men, and some of the women concerned, saw women’s
involvement flowing naturally from the ideologies of separate spheres. School Boards
dealt with children’s welfare, Boards of Guardians with that of the poor, the infirm, the
destitute. All of these were seen as being "particularly appropriate for women...an
extension of the philanthropic work which they had long undertaken."> They were an
extension of woman’s role within the home. As Ethel Snowden put it in 1911:

The work of local governing bodies is in the nature of collective

housekeeping. Children and education, health and sanitation, the provision

of food and medicine, the care and control of the sick, have always been

held to be within the province of the woman.’
Women were portrayed as natural housekeepers, who would save ratepayers from the
excesses of profligacy threatened by some local councils as a response to rising
unemployment which threw wave upon wave of new paupers onto the local parish.
Also, there were increasing calls for women to sit on the Boards to deal with the
numbers of female paupers, female staff, schoolgirls and women teachers who fell under
their control. "Some of the women who are brought before the Guardians require the
care and consideration of their own sex," it was believed, making women better suited
to deal with their dress, conduct and moral welfare.* Regarding issues of morality, such

as unmarried mothers, or women engaged in prostitution, it was thought that women

guardians could allow their superior feminine morality to permeate the Boards.

Rubinstein, Before the Suffragettes, p.166.

Ethel Snowden, The Feminist Movement, quoted in Philippa Levine, Victorian Feminism, Hutchinson,
London, 1987, p.73.

“Society for the Return of Women as Poor Law Guardians, undated campaign leaflet. See Plate Two.
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However, alongside this developed an alternative ideology which saw local government
as an essential first step into a broader public sphere, the "road to Westminster" rather
than "woman’s parallel path."> These women "spoke the language of separate spheres,"
constantly stressing that only women could help other women, and that as women they
had something unique to offer public life, something which could not be offered by
men.® Yet, whilst they professed their unique suitability for local government, unlike
supporters of the first viewpoint they were also seeking to use the experience they
gained there to argue their suitability for national parliamentary work, sometimes citing
it directly as a counter-attack to arguments that woman’s nature rendered her physically
unsuited to public life.” Increasing numbers of women were coming to the Boards as
representatives of political parties. Unsurprisingly, these same women were to use their
work there to put pressure onto their parties which supported them in this area but
refused them the parliamentary vote, and, in the case of the Liberal and Conservative
parties, even party membership. As Honor Morten observed:

The experience gained on boards may be regarded as preparation for

Parliament....Let women....there learn the country’s laws, administer the

public funds, experience the discipline of associated action, and so broaden

their judgement...use their municipal vote so as to gain the Parliamentary
vote.t

Patricia Hollis claims that women in local government during this period came into

public life through three main routes: via philanthropy; as a result of their new-found

*Hollis, Women in Council, p.193.
SIbid.

'See for example Constance Rover, Women’s Suffrage and Party Politics in Britain, London,
Routledge, 1967, p.49.

8H. Morton, Questions for Women, cited in Hollis, Ladies Elect, p.30.
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position as electors; and as party activists.” Philanthropy she cites as the most obvious
route, taking the low profile public work which women had been doing throughout the
nineteenth-century, and moving it into the field of elective work. She sees electors as
those women who come to local government through "the suffrage movement, women’s
rights and the claim to political citizenship."'® Party activists recognised the boards
as elected bodies, extensions of the town and city councils, where political fights
occurred on political lines. In this case, women, increasingly involved in party politics
as members or auxiliaries, came to the Boards as representatives of organisations with
the same motivations as their male colleagues. Whilst such a model is seductive in its
neat characterisation, I would argue that the evidence of women’s activity on the
Liverpool Boards points to something more complex than this. Women were normally
elected as representatives rather than independents in the city, although not always as
representatives of the three main political parties, catholicism, non-conformity and
nationalism being examples of equally influential constituencies. However, when there,
their actions cannot easily be categorised. Although they did sometimes vote together
as women, on other occasions they voted to defeat proposals by their fellow women
members on the boards, their actions being clearly on party lines. They appear to have
selected at will those occasions when they were to prioritise "the claims of women as

' If one is searching for common

women" and those when party loyalties came first.
threads with which to mark out the boundaries of women’s activity in local government

in Liverpool, this element of choice, permitting a fluidity of movement, appears one of

the strongest.

*Hollis, Ladies Elect, passim.
"bid, p.29.
"Hollis, Ladies Elect, p-48.

68



This chapter will concentrate on examining the work of women on Liverpool’s local
government boards rather than on the city council. This is because from 1909 until the
1920s Miss Eleanor Rathbone, Independent representative for Granby, was the sole
woman to hold a council seat. Her influence on local politics cannot be denied, but will
be discussed elsewhere. However, this thesis is mainly concerned with the space
afforded to and taken by women in organised political movements between 1890 and
1920. With only one woman councillor, who represented no organised political body,
the minutiae of council business neither expands on its major themes, nor enlightens its
main questions. Whilst there remain important questions as to why women were not
coming onto the council in greater numbers as representatives of the organisations
mentioned in the thesis, these will be dealt with elsewhere when the particular bodies
are studied in more detail. Similarly, the work of the Liverpool School Board will be
examined from its formation until 1903, when it was replaced by the Education

Committee, becoming a sub-committee of the city council.

2.2: Liverpool Women and the Boards

2.2.i: The School Board

In analyzing the position of women in local government in the last quarter of the
nineteenth-century, Hollis awards great import to the opportunities afforded by the new

school boards. This is justified, she feels:

Because [as] School Board women were not hindered by the need for formal
qualification, many women were able to serve. Because education was seen
as entirely appropriate work for women, since infants and girls needed a
woman’s hand, and most teachers were women, many women were willing

to serve.'?

According to Hollis, women throughout the country were welcomed onto the boards by

Hollis, Women in Council, p.196.
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men who were only too pleased to have them as dedicated, hardworking, unpaid social
workers, "not only child-centred, but community-centred,” who were;
conscientious and diligent, painstaking to a fault, setting themselves higher
standards than they would expect of any man, turning in immaculate
attendance records, visiting schools, cites and homes which never saw a
male member."?
Many of these women worked themselves into the ground on behalf of the children
whom they perceived as being in ‘their’ care. Hollis also argues that the School Board
was providing a valuable public platform for women, allowing them access to the public
political sphere, giving experience in public speaking, and, for some women, in chairing
large committees, and creating an accepted role for them in public life which was valued
by the community. Although part of the explanation for this enthusiastic acceptance of
women was simply pragmatism by male members who recognised that women were
ideal for the day to day donkey work necessary to the running of a successful Board,
other historians have noted that the new School Boards were fast becoming strongholds

of radicalism and as such would be more open to women." That many radical women

began their careers on the School Boards would appear to bear this out.

On a casual examination, the experience of women on the Liverpool School Board
appears to fit Hollis’ model. Indeed, she cites one of them, Miss Florence Melly, as an
example of the kind of total self-sacrifice which typified women’s attitudes towards their
role on the boards, commenting:

It was said of Florence Melly that no paid official ever worked harder or

longer hours than she did. Few would have known, as she bicycled to every
elementary school in Liverpool in the worst of weathers, that she was a

BIbid, pp.198, 199.

"“That this was the case in areas like Nelson is noted by Geoffrey Fidler in his article "The Liverpool
Labour Movement and the School Board: An Aspect of Education and the Working Class," History of
Education, 1980, vol. 9, no. 1, pp.43-61.
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diabetic struggling always to keep her condition stable."
An obituary for another Liverpool School Board woman, Miss Ann Jane Davies, shows
a similar pattern of work. She was lauded as:

A distinguished member of the Liverpool School Board, in which capacity

she rendered invaluable service to the cause of education in the city. No

member of the Board ever performed the onerous duties attaching to the

office more faithfully nor yet more efficiently than did the deceased

lady....She knew as no other member knew every detail in the working of

the Board; her counsel and advice were sought and gratefully accepted on

all intricate matters...her almost phenomenal attendance at committee

meetings....gave her a unique position.'
However, at this stage, the model presented by Hollis begins to break down when
applied to a Liverpool context. Both Miss Melly and Miss Davies were undoubtedly
dedicated members of the School Board, and for both of them it provided a public
platform from which they could exercise some of the skills developed in their broader
and much varied voluntary philanthropic work. But they were unique in being able to
do this within Liverpool. For, from its inception until its demise in 1903, they
represented the sole female presence on the Liverpool School Board. No other women
were elected. Furthermore, although acknowledging the value of their work, other
commentators have highlighted the reticence of the two women. Margaret Simey, whilst
praising Miss Melly’s contribution to various charitable works in the city, maintains that,
as a School Board member, she represented the next stage following the city’s

generation of "noble matrons." Although she;

belonged to the future rather than the past in that [she was] conscious of a
call to public service because of [her] sex and not in spite of it

she still "adopted the habitual modesty of [her] predecessors.” Similarly, Miss Davies’

eulogising obituarist remarked that she was:

"Hollis, Ladies Elect, p.185.

'SLiverpool Review of Politics & etc, 30th July 1898.
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[A] quiet and unassuming lady....always unobtrusive.... [whose] opinions
were always advocated with a calmness, earnestness and thorough ladyness
[sic]....which in this roistering age of women’s rights it would be pleasing
to see imitated.""”

Before presenting a closer examination of the work of these two women on the
Liverpool School Board, which will show in greater detail how their work there does
not support Hollis’ model as closely as she claims, it is first necessary to outline some
of the ways in which the Liverpool School Board differed from its fellow Boards in
similar cities. The first major difference, which partially explains the lack of women
on the Board, is that it lacked the radicalism attached to these bodies in other areas, and
indeed found in other walks of public life within the city itself. None of "the broad
pioneering advances in the field of public health [were] to be found in education."'®
Whilst other School Boards became obvious targets for the new socialist parties

including the Independent Labour Party, no socialist was elected to the School Board

in Liverpool for its entire lifetime.

Historians who have studied the Liverpool School Board in great detail agree that this
is explained by what Geoffrey Fiddler claims is the "peculiarly complex politico-
religious climate" of the Board, where religious sectarianism took priority over party
politics." Indeed, throughout its lifetime, the Board was dominated by members who
had stood as religious candidates; Anglicans, Non-conformists, Catholics, Orangemen.

The balance of power was always explained in religious terms. The Liberal Party, keen

""Margaret Simey, Charitable Effort in Liverpool, p.115; Liverpool Review of Politics & etc, 30th July
1898.

"*B. D. White, A History of Liverpool Corporation, Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, 1951, p.159.

“Geoffrey Fidler, "The Liverpool Labour Movement & the School Board." This view is supported
by Waller, Democracy and Sectarianism.
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to attract the working-class vote away from the city’s Tories, gained no electoral success
for their condemnations of the Board’s insistence on "furthering denominational ends at
the expense of the great need of the city."®® One of the important results of this, as
far as socialist women were concerned, was that they had to develop their own strong
forms of child-centred education in other areas of the city’s life, rather than being able

to use the Board for these purposes.*!

Both Miss Davies and Miss Melly were elected onto the Board as ‘non-sectarian’
candidates. However, this does not mean that they were not religious candidates. In the
context of the Liverpool School Board, ‘non-sectarian’ merely implies neither Anglican
nor Catholic affiliation. A closer examination of their work on the Board indicates that
on several occasions they followed their own itinerary, which, whilst it was not party-
political, did not always mirror the web of feminist concerns which Hollis provides as

motivation for other School Board women.

Miss Davies was co-opted onto the Liverpool School Board in 1879, at the suggestion
of the local Welsh community, to represent the interests of Welsh non-conformity
there.”* As a non-conformist, she was an ardent supporter of temperance lectures in
schools, but here the non-political nature of the Board worked in her favour, and her

stance on this issue did not bring her into conflict with local business interest, or even

®Quoted in Fidler, "The Liverpool Labour Movement & the School Board."

2'Compare this with the experiences of Margaret MacMillan in Bradford, as described in Carolyn
Steedman, Childhood Culture & Class in Britain: Margaret MacMillan, 1860 - 1931, London, Virago,
1990. The work of socialist women in Liverpool with regard to education is discussed in detail in Chapter
Four.

2See letter from Rev. W. O. Jones, and telegram from Dr Hugh Jones, Liverpool School Board
minutes, 13th September 1898, Liverpool Record Office.
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put her out of step with her colleagues.”® However, aside from this, she does not
appear to have picked up any of the issues Hollis identifies as being unique to women.
For instance, in February 1892, the Female Visitors attached to the Board were given
a grant of 30s to buy waterproof clothing, and boots for visiting schools in the winter,
but this motion was moved and seconded by the male members of the Board, and did
not originate from Miss Davies’ concerns about members of her own sex undertaking
public work in poor weather. Similarly, whilst Hollis portrays School Board women as
champions of the rights of poor children, Miss Davies had no consistent input in the
long running debate in Liverpool about the number of free places which should be
provided in Board Schools. She moved a motion proposing making North Corporation
School free, and opposed a similar one in regard to Roscommon School, without any

#  Aside from these instances, Miss Davies’ contribution to the meetings

explanation.
of the Board appears to have been slight, with her diligent attendance not encouraging

any active participation in meetings.?

Miss Melly was appointed to the School Board following Miss Davies’ unexpected death
from pneumonia in 1898. There was some dissent about her choice, as the Welsh
community felt that they ‘owned’ this seat, hence Miss Melly’s being accepted by 7
votes to 0 with 6 abstentions. However, whilst not Welsh, she was ‘non-sectarian,’

representing a strand of non-conformity within the city. Unlike Miss Davies, who stood

BLiverpool School Board minutes, December 1889 - March 1897. For a discussion of the conflict
temperance could cause between women and local business, see the case of Eva McLaren in Bradford,
outlined in Hollis, Ladies Elect.

%School Board minutes 30th July 1891. The minutes are not very detailed, and the press give no
reasons for her choices.

3She was also elected onto the Schools Management Committee, the Industrial Schools Committee
and the Finance Committee but I have no details of what she did there.
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on her own merits alone, she also represented the interests of one of the large Liverpool
families, Liberal in politics, although she left this aside from her work for the Board.

Like Miss Davies, Miss Melly was no radical. Indeed, one of her earliest acts on the
Board was to vote against a motion that the School Board should accept and apply the
Liverpool Trades Council’s notion of a fair wage clause in its dealings. Certainly her
approach was child-centred, and she was most active around an inquiry into Child
Labour in Liverpool set up by the City Council in 1901, attending and participating in
committee meetings despite not being a committee member. However, her views there
display a strong consciousness of her own social position. She believed that "street
trading by girls ought to be prohibited altogether" as it "led to depravity in many cases,"
but "did not see any harm in girls working after school hours in domestic service and
similar employments."?® It was the type of work which she deplored, and not the

effect of working long hours on girls’ concentration at school.”’

Liverpool School Board does fit Hollis’ model in the field of public elections. Whilst
the Miss Davies and Miss Melly were initially co-opted onto the Board, they both stood
for election when their initial terms expired, and attracted large numbers of votes.”®
Liverpool was more than ready for women in this field of office. Indeed, the resolution
of West Toxteth Women’s Liberal Association that "men and women should be equally

eligible to serve on any local education authorities that may be created, so that women

%Liverpool Mercury, 9th May 1901.

YFor a further discussion of the attitudes towards schoolgirls and work, which highlights the way state
schooling was tailored to certain female jobs, see June Purvis, "Social Class, Education and Ideals of
Femininity in Nineteenth-Century Britain," in G. Weiner & M. Arnot, eds, Gender and the Politics of
Schooling, London, Hutchinson, 1987.

3 Liverpool Daily Post, 17th November 1900, gives Miss Melly with over 52, 909 votes as second in
the poll below George Wise the Protestant candidate, and reminds readers that in the 1897 contest Miss
Davies headed the poll with 48, 768 votes.
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may have the fullest opportunity for useful service to the community," motivated in part
by a fear that the new Education Committees would squeeze women out, was
unnecessary, the decision being taken that the new Education Committee would contain
three places reserved for women.”” In the light of this, I would argue that it was the
nature of the School Board in the city, with its stress on religion rather than class or
gender, which kept women out, rather than any innate misogyny on the part of electors
or other members. However, unlike the situation in other areas which saw the three
routes into party political activity which Hollis describes, Liverpool saw no significant
bloc of active women outside of party politics. It is this point which I believe largely
explains their absence on the School Board, as it was not a site for party politics. An
examination of the other elective bodies, the boards of guardians, during the same period

will give further evidence to support this.

2.2 ii: The Boards of Guardians

After the School Boards, the poor law boards were an obvious site for women to
continue their public work. They too were concerned with the kind of welfare issues
women had been pursuing through charitable and philanthropic organisations: the
feeding and clothing of children, the welfare of destitute women, the care of the sick.
However, unlike the former, the contributions of women on these boards do not always
appear to have been welcomed by men. Hollis comments that many of the early women
elected had to cope with "the almost reflex hostility of many guardians....to women

joining their boards." Whilst school boards were interested in increasing the amount of

®Liverpool Mercury, 29th November 1901, Liverpool Daily Post 30th March 1903. Briefly, one of
the four co-opted School Board members (later to be appointed by the City Council), one of the three
public secondary school governors, and one of the additional three members co-opted by the council had
to be women.
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money they spent on education, she claims, the poor law boards were concerned mainly
with cutting back. These institutions, run like gentlemen’s clubs, were alarmed when
women, immersed in the experience of giving out money to the poor through charitable
endeavour, came to join their ranks.® Such attitudes could well explain why it was
not until 1875 that women sought election to the boards, despite having been legally

enabled to do so since the Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834.

However, the case of women guardians in Liverpool does not fit snugly with the model
which Hollis presents. She creates a picture of ‘ladies’ who, having overcome such
odds to be elected, formed tight alliances with each other, and sat quietly until their
position became "well established."” They were mainly politically independent
women, "unable to appeal to....political parties for support,” who therefore looked to
other members of their sex for backing.”? Often amused by the efforts of men to
attempt what the received messages of separate spheres had informed them were
essentially women’s tasks: the selection of suitable costume for orphan children, or of
food for babies, for example. They worked slowly and patiently, looking for obvious

chinks to gain a foothold from which they would reorganise the boards.>

Unlike other cities which returned women guardians in increasing numbers from the

1880s, Liverpool had no women on the boards until the early 1890s.** One plausible

**Hollis, Ladies Elect, p.209, also pp.210-14, passim.

*'Ibid, pp.213-4. See Rubinstein, Before the Suffragettes, p.170, for a discussion of why candidates
were ‘ladies’ rather than ‘women’.

**Hollis, Ladies Elect, p.221.
31bid, Chapter 4.

*As explained previously, ‘boards’ refers to the Select Vestry and Toxteth Union, unless explicitly
stated.
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explanation for this fact is that, despite some very notable exceptions, such as Josephine
Butler and Anne Jemima Clough, Liverpool had lacked the wide participation of women
in Victorian philanthropy which had characterised this work in other large cities. As
Margaret Simey explained of women’s charitable work in Liverpool:
The scope offered was limited, and the responsible male never far to seek,
firmly enforcing the distinction between men’s responsibilities and those
suitable for women....Women were...forced out of the field of practical social
work, and were limited in the main to what they could do in their own
homes....[they were] frustrated in such times of opportunity.*
Whilst there were individual women in the city who managed to overcome this, and who
relied heavily on the type of female philanthropic network which has been ably outlined
by Barbara Caine in order to develop and sustain their work, they remained the
exception in the city.*® Hence the women who came onto the boards as independents
directly from philanthropic work were very much the exception. Most of the women
elected onto the poor law boards of Liverpool stood on a party ticket with the backing
of political parties. Once on the boards, although occasionally touching on some of the
issues which Hollis describes as typifying women’s work in this area, they mainly

remained party political activists, advancing the cause of their party over others, even

when this meant forming alliances with men against women.

Although the experience of women on the Liverpool boards concurs with that outlined
by Hollis in that once elected they had to bide their time before being appointed to
certain committees, they were not unwelcome locally. Indeed, the Liberal press, notably
in the form of the Daily Post and the Liverpool Review of Politics, enthusiastically

welcomed their presence in the elections. This was the case even when women were

Margaret Simey, Charitable Effort in Liverpool, p.53.

**See Barbara Caine, Victorian Feminists, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1992.
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not standing in the Liberal interest, as can be seen in the case of Miss Ada Cripps, a
lady from Waterloo who, in January 1895, "yielded to a strongly-expressed local feeling
that the Waterloo division of the West Derby Union should be represented by a lady

n37

guardian. Far from having to fight her corner, Miss Cripps’ candidature was

reported to have been "met with general acceptance among the residents of the

district."3®

What local hostility there was to women appears to have been swiftly removed when
the first women were elected. In 1893, Miss Jane Calderwood and Miss Johnson were
the first to break through, standing successfully for election to the West Derby board.
The Liverpool Review of Politics remarked that whilst initially;
the Select Vestry pooh-poohed the idea of women being useful in parochial
work, while the West Derby Board of Guardians felt indignant and
immovable at the suggestion...the last-named body will probably now submit
more readily to the voice of ratepayers in the union who have shown...the
direction of their feelings by electing two lady members.*
The Review felt that women had a positive contribution to make to this part of public
life. "In our workhouses and children’s home there are numerous matters which can be
better attended to by ladies," noted its report.** In such things, the paper’s view was
that independent women, such as Miss Calderwood and Miss Cripps had the greatest to
offer. However, there was no question of support for a broader feminist aim in laying

behind these sentiments. Women were supported on the boards as an extension of

separate spheres. They were best suited to deal with pauper women and children, and

YLiverpool Daily Post, 4th December 1894.
*Ibid.
¥Liverpool Review of Politics & etc, 8th April 1893.

“Ibid.
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were not to use the boards as a platform from which to assert broader claims to
independence. In a further comment on women’s role in public life, during the latter
stages for the 1895 guardian’s elections, woman’s place was clearly defined:

[Whilst an] attractive element has been the ready manner in which ladies

have come forward as candidates...to urge the right to representation on

boards which have to deal with a large proportion of female paupers...we

have no desire to see the blatant blue stocking or the neurotic nymph poking

her nose into the affairs of the poor merely to amuse herself...

This is a portion of the new women’s career which we hope will never enter

into the constitution of our parish councils. There are many ladies, well

educated, gifted, sympathetic, with the womanly instinct highly developed,

who can do useful work in our parish schools and infirmaries, and....we are

glad to see that in and around Liverpool the voters have supported such

candidates as a general rule.*!
Yet in such praise of women’s independent actions, this strand of Liberal opinion in the
city is not speaking the whole truth. Of the two women elected in 1893, Miss Johnson
was a Liberal, and Miss Calderwood, although initially coming forward as a ratepayer’s
candidate, was quickly offered and accepted a position on the official list of the West
Derby Liberal Association. Indeed, her victory was heralded as "a great one, for it [had]
been a tradition of West Derby that only Tories of the good old conventional school
were fit to administer the Poor Law" and her defeat the following year was blamed
entirely on the Tory Party’s "introduction of politics....to defeat everyone who did not
bear their colours; party, not men and women and measures, was their platform."*
Such a claim of party politics being new to the board is not supported by contemporary
evidence: this suggests that aside from a handful of ratepayers candidates, board
elections were always fought under a party banner, and that women candidates were no

exception. For most Liverpool women, the boards were not simply the natural first step

into public life; many were in public life already, as members of political organisations,

Y1bid, 22nd December 1894,

“Ibid, 15th April 1893, 22nd December 1894.
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and were relishing the opportunity to fight elections for themselves rather than on behalf

of male candidates.

Following the elections of Miss Johnson and Miss Calderwood, a steady trickle of
women began to appear on the Liverpool boards. In 1895, three women were elected
to the Select Vestry. They were the first women to serve there, and their careers
demonstrate that it was party politics, and not a shared feminist concern motivated

through their common gender which would dictate their actions in this field.

The three women were Miss Mary Stanistreet, Mrs Alice McElroy, and Miss Frances
Thorburn. Although the Liverpool Review had stated that they and other ladies were
there as women rather than political representatives, the Daily Post, writing as a paper
supporting the Liberal candidates, was more honest about their affiliations. Miss
Thorburn and Mrs MCcElroy, Liberal and Nationalist candidates, respectively, were
afforded prominent space within the paper as part of their campaigns. Their experience
in philanthropic work was cited, and they were endorsed as potential "valuable
addition[s] to the Board."*® The Liberals and the Nationalists had an electoral pact at
this time, hence the dual support. However, Miss Stanistreet stood as a Unionist
candidate and was the only one of the three women not to be profiled by the Daily Post
during the course of the campaign. The three women remained on the Board until 1898,
when Mrs McElroy came off. However, from their first meeting, they formed two
blocks, with the Liberal/Nationalist Miss Thorburn and Mrs McElroy voting against the

Unionist Miss Stanistreet over individuals who were being suggested for co-option.*

#Liverpool Daily Post, 12th December 1894.
“Liverpool Select Vestry minutes, 1st January 1895.
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Their voting consistently demonstrates a political rather than a gender-based alliance,
although they were seen as women by the remainder of the board when they were
placed on sub-committees such as the Industrial Schools and the Workhouse committee,
where women were needed to perform the roles which Hollis has outlined.* In line
with Hollis’ findings for other boards, it took the women of the Select Vestry some time
before they were able to sit on the Finance Committee, and break away from what was
perceived as the most appropriate areas for their work. This exclusion did allow the
women to explore the possibility of forming gender alliances between themselves, but
not at the expense of their party allegiance. In 1902, a suggestion to include both Miss
Stanistreet and Miss Wade (a Liberal) on the Finance committee was lost by 12 votes
to 23, Miss Wade and Miss Thorburn voting against it, but another one "that the three
lady members of the Board be appointed members of the Finance and General Purposes
Committee" which also fell by 16 to 19 votes, attracted the support of all three
women.* For these three women, therefore, gender was a factor which they were
aware of, but it was less important than politics. Hence they were content for all of
them to be appointed onto a committee as women, but the two Liberal women combined
to oppose a Unionist women gaining any more power, even if it meant a position for

one of them.

It is difficult from the remaining material to ascertain to what extent, if any, women on
the Liverpool Boards were initiating any of the changes cited by Hollis as typical of
women Guardians. The minutes of the Industrial Schools’ Committee of the Select

Vestry, do not specify which of the suggestions were coming from women, and which

“For example, the ‘Lady members’ selected the children’s outfits for children being placed at
Calvert’s Mills near Halifax. Industrial Schools Committee Minutes, 3rd December 1895.

“Select Vestry Minutes, April 1902.
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of them were coming from men, although it is clear that men suggested door screens in
dormitories, trough closets as opposed to pedestal, and pocket handkerchiefs for the
children, as these changes were effected in 1895 prior to the appointment of any women.
However, as the original visitors’ reports do not survive, the synthesized versions which
are fed through the minutes do not detail who initiated future changes. One episode
where women are involved which would have provided them with a clear chance to
display the sort of womanly concern for child welfare Hollis describes, saw them taking
a rather different line. This occurred in September 1899, and emphasised how for these

women, party politics and class allegiances were consistently prioritised above gender.

It was the custom of the Liverpool Board to encourage applications from employers for
suitable pauper girls and boys who would be sent out as workers, thus taking them ‘off
the Parish’. Calverts’ Mill in Halifax was a loyal employer for the Select Vestry.
However, in September 1899, the Industrial Schools’ Committee heard that two of the
girls they had sent to work at Calverts had ‘escaped’. The committee initially accepted
the explanation of the company as satisfactory, but authorised the Lady Visitors to make
a visit as soon as possible. On 29th September, Miss Thorburn described her visit.
Things were, she reported:

On the whole satisfactory, [but she] considered that the relations existing

between the girls and the foster parents in one of the homes and the absence

of means of recreation for the girls in general would render advisable a

further visit by members of the committee.*’

Two men visited, and further reported that if the management of one particular foster

home was to be changed, then they were "prepared to recommend that the application

“Industrial Schools Committee minutes, 29th September 1899,
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of Messrs Calvert for additional girls be favourable entertained."*® Further girls were

then sent to Calverts.

It is possible that the findings of Miss Thorburn were not as severe as she made out.
However, such a sympathetic interpretation of her action becomes less credible when it
was revealed that in May 1901, Margaret Graves, one of the Calverts’ girls, was
assaulted by an overlooker at the firm. Initially the committee decided to take no
action, but following a further visit by the Lady Guardians, it was reported that their
early recommendations were not acted on by the firm. They committee then agreed to
legal proceedings on the part of Margaret Graves. Girls already at Calverts were not
removed, and although a further request in August 1902 for more girls was denied, by
March 1903 Liverpool girls were again sent to Calverts, Miss Thorburn reporting that
all was now satisfactory there. What this episode underlines is that the cases of women
being naturally more caring or concerned for the conditions of children in their care are
by no means universal. Whilst Miss Thorburn did concern herself with welfare issues
on other occasions, this concern was not a constant characteristic. According to Hollis,
she informed the 1909 Royal Commission on the Poor Law that "a girl gets more than
one chance before we give up trying to help her."® This does not appear to have

extended to the girls at Calverts.

On some occasions, the Liverpool women guardians did conform to Hollis” model. This
1s much more apparent on the Toxteth Board, to which women were also elected on

party political lines. Here, for instance, Miss Booth and Miss Bowring, both Liberal

*®Ibid, 10th October 1899,

*Quoted in Hollis, Ladies Elect, p.269.
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women, visited a Bradford cloth mill in August 1902, and reported that she found it
unsuitable for boys to be sent there, a recommendation to which the committee agreed.
Similarly, in November 1899, Miss Booth gave notice of her intent to move a resolution
increasing the dietary allowances for able-bodied inmates, based on data which she
appears to have researched herself, and again this was agreed to. These examples are
somewhat ambiguous. Gender is more clearly a motivating force when Toxteth Board
discussed the appointment of a doctor, in February 1913. Miss E. Davidson of London
applied for the position, and was well qualified. Rather than interview her, the Board
decided to readvertise, requesting this time a male medical officer. The two women
present, Miss Crosfield and Mrs Blease, outraged by this manoeuvre, moved an
amendment that as in the first advertisement, sex should not be mentioned. The
amendment was lost. Miss Crosfield, a very active woman Liberal, also voted against
the committee on 19th March 1914, when they censured the Women’s Industrial
Council, a body with which she and other women Liberals had a long tradition of
involvement. Yet on other occasions when a woman’s voice would be expected, they
are silent. In September 1908, for instance, by which time there were four women on
the Toxteth Board (all Liberals), a letter was read from the Women’s Local Government
Society calling for the appointment of women as relieving officers. Following a
discussion, in which none of the women appear to have participated, the Board decided
to take no action on this issue. Here, the women represented their interests as Liberals.
Their gender was not the primary reason for their being on the Boalrd, therefore they
saw no need to support such a move which could bring in women indiscriminately,

regardless of their political affiliation.

In the light of this evidence, I would argue strongly that in Liverpool, whilst there are
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occasional episodes where women on elected bodies do unite on gender lines, supporting
Hollis’ view that they were self consciously "manipulat[ing] the language of Separate
Spheres to extract from it and their gender as much mileage as they could," these are
too disparate to form a consistent pattern.®® Whilst there was, as I have stated, no
significant bloc of women outside of party politics, there was a large group of women
within this field. They fought elections, and achieved public space as political beings
(generally as Liberals), rather than simply women. Therefore, it is to the political
parties which we must turn in order to uncover women’s main routes into the public

political spheres.

®Hollis, Women in Council, p.210.
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Plate Three

Liverpool and Vicinity United Trades Council

TRADES UNTONS FOR WOMEN.
MEBTING

k X
TOXTETH HALL, 17, MILL STREET,

AT EIGHT P.M.,

On Tuesday Next, Dec. 2nd, 1890,
TO FORM A
SOUTH-END BRANCH OF THE COTTON, MARINE,
AND PAPER SORTERS' UNION.

Mr. C. DOEG, President Trades Couneil,

Will take the Chair, and will be supported by
Mr. E. KANEY, Amalgamated Society Engineers.
,, H. TIPLADY, Upholsterers’ Society.
»» W. POTTER, Tailors’ Society.
,, A. SMITH, Dock Labourers’ Union.
,, J. GOODMAN, Secretary Trades Council.
P. HARRIS, Millers’ Union.

»

All women emplnel in the abov» indistry are earnestly invited to attend
and join the Union, which has for its objects the reduction of the hours of labour,
the increase of wages, and the mutual eocial improvement of its members.

ISSUED ON BEHALF OF THE TRADES COUNCIL.
J. GOODMAN, Secretary-

Leaflet advertising an early attempt to unionise local women.
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CHAPTER THREE

"THE WORKWOMEN OF LIVERPOOL ARE SADLY IN
NEED OF REFORM""'

WOMEN IN TRADE UNIONS 1890 - 1914

3.1: Introduction

No study of British women’s involvement in political organisations can ignore the trade
unions, for many the first site of public activity.? Within trade unions, working women
borrowed and employed the language of class to define their situation and express their
desires, yet worked quite happily alongside upper and middle-class organisers, finding
that other women were frequently more sympathetic to their demands than were the
unionised menfolk of their own class, who feared or suspected women’s efforts to
organise.” As Sarah Boston found;

women....shared in the struggle between employers and workers, but in
addition....had to fight for recognition by male trade unions.*

Fear of dilution, the lowering of wages and working conditions, by male trade unionists
was one reason why women tended to organise separately into smaller unions, even in
trades with a mixed workforce, whilst rigid ideas on the sexual demarcation of labour

emphasised divisions between ‘men’s’ and ‘women’s’ trades. The location of women’s

'Liverpool Review of Politics & etc, 13th September 1890.

2See, for example, the route taken into politics by Ada Nield Chew, Ada Nield Chew, The Life and
Writings of a Working Woman, London, Virago, 1982, or the links between trade unionism and suffrage
cited in Liddington and Norris, One Hand Tied Behind Us, passim.

[sabella Ford, who worked with factory girls in Leeds, Lady Dilke and Emma Paterson of the
Women'’s Provident and Protective League, later the Women’s Trade Union League, and Fabian and ILP
organiser Katharine St John Conway provide some of the most obvious examples of middle-class trade
union enthusiasts.

‘Sarah Boston, Women Workers and the Trade Unions, London, Lawrence & Wishart, 1987, p.11.
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activities in smaller unions has helped push them further into the historical margins.’
This is reflected when researching at a local level. Attempting to redress the balance
which existed between knowledge surrounding the activities of male trade unionists on
Merseyside and those of their female counterparts, Linda Grant concluded that:

The characters and events of women’s trade unionism are not written large

on the front page of The Times....but are tucked away on the back page of

the local rag as curiosity items, easily overlooked. And because the history

of women is not headline news, essential details are inevitably elusive or
completely lost from our records.®

A brief glance at the local sources available when this statement was made - and indeed
at those published since - supports this contention. Liverpool’s female trade unionists
appear largely written out of local history as its suffragists, suffragettes and party
political women have been. Similar sources remain for tracing women’s trade unions
activities in the area, indicating that the history is there, but simply takes more trouble
to write. However, turning to these surviving sources, it becomes clear that women’s
activities in local trade unions differ significantly from those in political parties and
suffrage organisations. Union activity is much more episodic, characterised by a lack
of continuity not apparent in other groups. Local women appear to move into union
work for short term goals, and move out either when these are achieved, or when it

becomes clear that they will not immediately be granted.

In tracing the history of women trade unionists on Merseyside, this chapter first outlines

There are few large studies of women in British Trade Unions. The main sources, Boston, Women
Workers and the Trade Unions, and Sheila Lewenhak, Women in Trade Unions, London, Ernest Benn,
1977, both cite the dearth of previous writing around the theme, especially in comparison to what has been
produced on male trade unions and activists.

Linda Grant, "Women’s Work and Trade Unionism in Liverpool 1890 - 1914," North West Labour
History Society Bulletin, no. 7, 1980 - 81, pp.65-83.
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the many different, and frequently short-lived, attempts which were made to organise
local women, examines their motivation, and postulates some explanation for their lack
of success. It then focuses on three main incidents which stand out as the highpoints
of activity. These are strikes, the moments when women decided to move into
collective action in conflict with their employers. Each of these strikes; the Tailoresses’
strike of 1890; the Ropemakers’ strike of 1895 and the Bobbin Makers’ strike of 1912
has been identified previously as a key episode by other historians.” Their prominence
within local historiography is not accidental. Strikes may be atypical of women’s day-
to-day experience as workers, but they are far easier to trace, and can be held up by
organisers as examples of what collective action can achieve. Whilst their tendency to
produce ‘heroines’ can be problematic for historians seeking a more objective account
of working women’s experience, their attendant publicity allows the demands and
grievances of the active membership to be examined when all other records of their
voices have become lost. This last point is especially pertinent in Liverpool, where,
rather than organising themselves into unions, working-class women allowed themselves
to be organised by other women, generally from outside their trades, and even their
class. Case studies of strikes allow the opinions of local workers to be reclaimed, even
on the occasions when they were keener to speak against unionisation than in favour of
it. The chapter concludes with a case study of the Upholstresses’ Union, selected as the
most tenacious local women’s union, as an example of how women’s unions could

survive and succeed.

Chapter One stressed that Liverpool women in this period had little experience of

"The tailoresses’ strike and the bobbin makers’ strike in Grant, "Women’s Work and Trade Unionism
in Liverpool,” and the ropemakers’ strike 1n Hamling A Short History of Liverpool Trades Council.
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collective industrial work. Women worked mainly in sweated trades or as domestic
servants. Such trades are notoriously difficult to organise, and this chapter highlights the
sporadic nature of many of the bodies which attempted to unionise women, showing
how a few local activists attempted to continue a campaign, initiating and re-launching
committees on a regular basis. When considering their lack of success compared with
greater Lancashire, we must remember the vast gulf which lay between the experience

of work for women in Liverpool and outside its boundaries.

3.2: New Unionism, Jeannie Mole and her Committees

Liverpool workers established an embryonic Trades Council for their protection and
mutual self-help as early as 1848, but it appears to have been the influence of the
development of New Unionism from 1889 - 91 which "lifted the trade union movement
into a different gear" locally.® As Ron Bean has pointed out, the "unevenness in
development" in Liverpool’s new unions made New Unionism another area where
Liverpool’s experience deviated somewhat from the national pattern.” Some of the
local new unions were organised by Liberals rather than socialists, and were
characterised by a more pragmatic attitude towards employers, reminiscent of the old
craft unions, such as the Mersey Quays and Railway Carters’ Union who insisted that
their organisation;

did not want any of the doctrines of John Burns and Ben Tillett....and they

#Liverpool Trades’ Guardian Association, with the "object of protecting Trade Unions from
suppression by the employers’ use of the criminal law," formed in 1848, and changed its name to
Liverpool and Vicinity United Trades Council around 1888. See Hamling, A Short History of Liverpool
Trades Council, pp.15-18; R. Bean "Aspects of New Unionism in Liverpool, 1889 - 91," in Hikins, ed,
Building the Union: Studies of the Growth of the Worker’s Movement on Merseyside, Liverpool, Toulouse
Press, 1973.

°Ibid, p.100.
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did not call the masters ‘bloodsuckers’ or any other names. '

Others, such as the dockers, followed with much more enthusiasm the violent class
language of their leaders, where strikes were seen as "battle[s] of capital against labour”,
described in terms of the events and language of the French Revolution."

Despite such uneven development, New Unionism did reflect a reaction away from the
idea of unions as expensive clubs for higher paid trades, presenting them as something
which unskilled workers could join and benefit from. Against this background came the
first serious attempts to organise women, frequently the least skilled and worst paid

section of the local workforce.

Sparse attempts had been made to unionise women in Liverpool prior to this. An
organisation called the Liverpool Women Workers Union had been formed in 1879 with
the help of the London-based Women’s Provident and Protective League, but no trace
remained of this by the 1890s.'”? Attempts had also been made to organise women
within individual trades, such as the tailoresses, but again, these appeared to have
quickly folded. The late 1880s witnessed a marked change through the development of
local organisations aimed at winning women to the principles of unionism whatever their
trade. Several organisations and committees formed during this time. There is great
confusion within the existing historiography as to when these committees were founded,
and what they actually did, with accounts frequently contradicting each other. This
section will attempt to trace the ideology and chronicle the development of the main

collective organisations, which originated in the late nineteenth-century.

Liverpool Courier, Tth October 1890, quoted in Bean, "Aspects of New Unionism," p.113.

'R. Bean, "The Liverpool Docks Strike of 1890," International Review of Social History, XVIII, 1973,
pp-51-68.

’Women’s Provident and Protective League Annual Report 1885.
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The unionism which developed amongst women in nineteenth-century Liverpool
mirrored national trends in New Unionism much more exactly than the experiences of
their male comrades, as it involved both "a more radical social and political stance of
unions in the context of the rise of a socialist labour movement,” inspired by leading
ficures in the local Fabian Society and Independent Labour Party, and also ' the creation
of new unions of hitherto unorganized or unorganizable workers."” Much of the
impetus for the local movement stemmed from the efforts of one woman, Jeannie Mole.
Details of her early life are sparse, but it is known that she came to Liverpool in 1879
at the age of 38 with her second husband, the fruit merchant William Keartland Mole,
and the son of her first marriage, Robert Frederick Willis."* According to the Labour
Annual of 1895, she conmverted to socialism through reading Carlyle and Ruskin, and had
w rhed for negroes’ rights in America and amongst slum dwellers in London before
setthing 1n Liverpool where, finding only six other socialists, she set ab ut organising
a socialist society, sowing seed that is now springing up for the harvest. ** Retaining
links with both the local Fabian Society and the local ILP after its 1893 f rmation. Mrs
M le turned her attention and her significant organising talents to local industrial women

in the late 1880s.

Later accounts of Jeanme M le’s life focus heavily on her wealth, implying that
philanthropy was her main m tivat n, and her socialism almost accidental. A wealthy

middle-class w man but also a Fabian socialist, and a wealthy woman...but...seeing

E J H bsbawn. "The ‘New Un mism” Rec ns dered, m W J M mmsen & H G Husung. eds
The Devel pment f Trade Uni m m in Great Britain and Germany 188 - 1914, London, George Allen
& Unw n 19835 p 13

‘See entnn by Geoffrey Fidler & J sce Be ams. Dictt nann  f Lab ur Br graphy, Lond n.
Macom an. 1993 V' ume 9. p 222

The Labour Annual 1895
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the slums...became a socialist" are typical descriptions.'® That she was financially
better off than the women she attempted to organise cannot be disputed, but it was as
a committed socialist that her contemporaries perceived her, and it was the religious
socialism so predominant amongst supporters of the early ILP which provided her

motivation."”

Jeannije felt united through her socialism in a common sisterhood with working-class
women, and often urged other financially able women to "donate some of their leisure
time to brighten the lives of their less fortunate sisters."'® Although she never appears
to have participated in the local suffrage campaign, she possessed a strong commitment
to a feminism and sisterhood which permeated her writings and coloured her perception
of socialism. "In sheer defence of our sisters, we must have unions!" she reminded
Liverpool socialists when organizing proved an arduous task."” She initiated a
Women’s Page in the Liverpool Labour Chronicle in October 1895 which provided focal
points for women’s issues ranging from local disputes to wider issues of sweated labour
and working women’s health. Here, her work often drew on the language of separate
spheres, as in her article on "Housewives and Queens" where she reminded her readers
"some of our lives may seem narrow, but here with the houseband [sic] and the children
we are moulding the destiny of man."*® Another important strand to her feminism was

her enthusiasm for dress reform, and she appeared almost exclusively in a Grecian style

'Linda Grant, "Women’s Work and Trade Unionism in Liverpool"; Norbert C. Soldon, Women in
British Trade Unions 1874 - 1976, London, Gill & Macmillan, 1978, p.31. See also Bean, "New
Unionism,"” p.111, or Hamling, A Short History of Liverpool Trades Council, p.24, for similar descriptions.

""According to her entry in the Dictionary of Labour Biography, she left £8694 on her death in 1912.

BJeannie Mole, Labour Chronicle, December 1895.

®Labour Chronicle, October 1894.

B abour Chronicle, December 1895.
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gown which illustrated "how women can dress well and becomingly without corsets."*

Jeannie managed to persuade her friend and fellow activist Caroline Martyn to adopt the
same style of dress, and had the pattern published in The Clarion in September 1897,
although Clarion woman’s columnist Julia Dawson was less taken with its practicality,
claiming that whilst indoors it was "of the order altogether lovely," outside it
"persistently binds itself around our legs and threatens either to split up from the bottom

or throw us forward on our faces."%

It was in May 1888 that Jeannie’s campaign to reach Liverpool’s industrial women
began in earnest. At this stage, women were ineligible for Trades Council membership,
so Jeannie reached this body through her son, Fred Willis, fellow Fabian and keen
supporter of his mothers’ campaigns. A large demonstration against the sweating system
had been held in Liverpool, which numbered no women amongst its many platform
speakers. Fred, presumably invited to participate due to a combination of his radical
views on the subject and his social position, sent a letter of apology in which he
suggested it "might also support a local committee to strengthen the efforts of the
Women’s Provident and Protection League (WPPL) in forming Trade Unions for
women."” Simultaneously he contacted the WPPL who provided Miss Clementina
Black for the launch meeting and a week’s subsequent campaigning, but acknowledged

that "the whole preliminary work of gathering the necessary committee was done by Mrs

'Feature by Julia Dawson, The Clarion, 12th March 1898.
21bid.

BGrant, "Women’s Work and Trade Unionism in Liverpool," locates Fred as a "timber merchant and
early supporter of women’s trade unions" missing the family connection. The Conservative Liverpool
Courier in its report of the meeting apparently feels that he needed no further introduction to its readers
other than his name. See Liverpool Courier, 24th May 1888.
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Mole with the help of her husband and son."** In the same month, Fred published a
series of articles in the Liverpool Review on the conditions faced by sweated women
workers in the city, and having thus raised the profile of the issue, wrote to the Trades

Council "suggesting the promotion of a Women’s Protective Society."*

Initially the Trades Council stalled on the issue by referring back to him "as to what he
propose[d] to do in the matter," but he and his mother quickly responded and persuaded
them to set up a sub-committee to consider the question.” This met regularly from
July 1888, going through several name changes, from the "committee to discuss the
formation of a women’s provident and protective society,” the "committee for the
promotion of a women’s industrial society" and the "committee to establish a society for
working women" until it finally sponsored the inaugural meeting of the Liverpool
Workwomen’s Society in January 1889.77 Although the socialism of Jeannie Mole and
her son provided the impetus for this organisation, and would help some of its later
activities, their views were very much in a minority on the committee. The Liverpool
Workwomen’s Society was affiliated to the Women’s Provident and Protection League,
and many on its committee were keener to share the national aim "to promote sympathy
and harmony generally....so as to strengthen the hands of good employers" than to
encourage industrial strife.”® On occasions, the LWS appeared apologetic for the fact

that there were working women in the city who were in need of representation. An

*Women’s Trade Union League Annual Report 1889.

BLiverpool Trades Council minutes, May 1888.

%Ibid, July 1888.

“'These name changes probably account for some of the historiographical confusion mentioned
previously. For instance, Soldon, Women in British Trade Unions, p.31, insists that the Women’s

Industrial Council of Liverpool was the organisation formed by Mrs Mole in 1889.

AUnidentified press cutting, Trades Council Minutes, 24th January 1888.
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early statement of its aims declared:

We do not deny that far greater happiness results from a woman’s
ministering directly to the needs of her own people. Now, however, finding
a constant number of women forced by circumstances to compete for
employment, we feel it is needful that, in their bitter struggle for bread,
they should have all the advantages of mutual counsel and assistance.”

The Vice President of the Trades Council felt that;

organising women would immensely benefit the organisation of men by
preventing the underselling of women’s labour....If masters found that a
certain fair price had to be paid for an article, whether made by a man or a
woman....the proper order of things would result - the man would be the
breadwinner and the woman the housekeeper.®

Furthermore, the LWS, supported by radical clergymen such as Canon Major Lester,
provided a moral appeal to a city so concerned with the effects of vice on its 