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Preface

My interest in factors affecting women’s employment has arisen first out of the personal, but for women
very common experience of a meandering career path. After leaving school in the mid-1960s, apart from
taking two years out following the birth of my first child, courses of study and short periods of
unemployment, I was employed in a series of typical ‘women’s jobs’. I worked in hotels and bars, a library,
a hairdressing salon, a university bookshop, the office of a brewery, an unemployment benefit office and the
shop floor of a factory which had once been a cotton-weaving mill.
Second, my experience of social policy has also been personal as well as academic. I was attracted to return
to full-time education in the late 1970s by new and relevant-sounding social studies degrees at my nearest
polytechnic; but it was the availability of student grants and a policy of welcoming mature students with
childcare responsibilities that made it possible for me to take up the opportunity. Nine years later I re-emerged
into the paid workforce with a degree, a divorce, a PhD, teaching experience and my second child. By this
time, however, the labour market situation had altered radically. Government-induced high unemployment
and rampant ‘qualifications inflation’ meant that individuals re-entering the paid workforce had little chance
of finding a secure full-time job. Employers and the government assumed that part-time temporary
employment (and pay) was perfectly adequate for mothers. For the next two years I maintained my family
by holding part-time lecturing positions simultaneously in three different towns. In 1988 I accepted an offer
of a full-time tenured university lecturing position in New Zealand, where at that time policies of
‘deregulating’ the labour market were less advanced than in Britain.
This book draws upon my PhD thesis, which was completed at Sheffield University in 1986. In 1995 I
was able to spend nine months back in England to revise, update, add three new chapters and publish it. I
owe a great deal to the people, groups and organizations that have helped and encouraged me in various
ways., My PhD supervisor, Alan Walker, and Hilary Rose first suggested that I publish it. The members of
the Lancaster Women’s Studies Research group, especially Sylvia Walby, Janet Finch, Penny Summerfield
and Jane Mark Lawson provided support, advice and inspiration during the thesis-writing stage of the
project. Gordon Johnston did more childcare and housework than the average father; and my two sons Liam
and Michael, both much younger then, provided diversions, motivation and a sense of perspective.
I am grateful to my employer, Massey University, for giving me paid sabbatical leave in which to write
this book, and the Departments of Women’s Studies and North West Regional Sudies at Lancaster
University for hosting me during the writing process. I should especially like to thank Penny Summerfield
and Elizabeth Roberts for making me welcome and for reading part of the book in draft form, and Irene
Bruegel, Diane Perrons, Deirdre Beddoe, Dulcie Groves, Gail Braybon, Jane Millar, Mary Nash and
Christine Cheyne who also read and commented on draft chapters. Lydia Martens engaged in some useful
conversations and let me read her unpublished work. My mother, Audrey Harland, kindly collected relevant
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press cuttings, and she and Jean Withington often listened to my ideas at length over coffee. Any errors or
omissions are entirely my own.
I found the staff at Lancaster and Sheffield University libraries, the Equal Opportunities Commission and
the National Library, Wellington, New Zealand, all very helpful. Thanks to Mary and Roy Nash for lending
me J.B. Priestley’s British Women Go to War (Collins, c.1942) from which the cover illustrations were
taken. Finally, I particularly appreciated Alison Chapman and Fiona Kinghorn at Taylor & Francis keeping
me in touch and on track by e-mail on my return to New Zealand.

Chapter 1
Introduction

Social and Economic Policies: Working for Women?
Why do women work so hard and yet remain so much poorer than men? And why, at the end of the
twentieth century, have the interventions of governments still not changed this basic fact? This book
examines the ways in which women’s patterns of paid and unpaid work have been mediated by past and
present social and economic policies, and whether these might conceivably change in the future. As the
title, Working for Women?, implies, it is questionable whether most twentieth-century British governments
have improved the position of working women relative to working men. Indeed, Working for Women?
highlights a series of processes and strategies through which politicians of all major political parties (even
when claiming to promote equality) have subverted feminist demands for improved economic rewards for
women in paid employment and unpaid work. The evidence suggests that despite some feminist victories,
patriarchal forces have combined to dominate government policy-making throughout the century.
The main interests influencing government policies in twentieth-century Britain have been those of
employers and, to a considerable but lesser extent, those of working men. Although employers and trade
unions are normally characterized as having conflicting aspirations, there is a good deal of evidence in this
book and elsewhere of collusion between them about the position of working women. Many of the important
policy agreements referred to in this book have been ‘tripartite’: that is, they have been made between
government, employers and trade unions, but have usually not included women’s organizations. Most often,
although not always, these arrangements have been detrimental to working women’s interests. It is
important to question why this alliance has existed, and whether this is inevitably always going to be so.
However, the book also argues that different alliances could be formed at the level of the State, which
would improve the material position of all low-income groups. This is important, because State policies
have greater potential to improve the economic situation of women and other marginalized groups than the
unrestricted market. The book therefore ends by exploring how the patriarchal welfare State might become
a ‘woman friendly’ State, which new principles could inform policy-making and which policies could work
for women.
The Scope of the Book
There is now a considerable body of feminist writing which has documented women’s varied experiences in
paid and unpaid work, past and present (see, for example, Roberts, 1984, 1995; Braybon and Summerfield,
1987). Many precise forms of discrimination against women, in various kinds of workplaces, have also been
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described in detail.1 However, most writers have devoted little attention to the effects of the State’s social
policies on working women.2 Working for Women?, by contrast, concentrates mainly on the policies of the
State, which have profoundly influenced women’s pay, conditions and experience in paid and unpaid work.
Working for Women? takes an overview of government policies affecting women’s relative economic
position in Britain between 1905 and 1995. It traces shifts and continuities through periods of boom and
slump and two world wars. Other useful feminist historical works which are referred to in this text have
dealt with social policies affecting working women in shorter timeframes and hence in greater detail.3 A
long timeframe, as in this book, is also useful, however, as it allows patterns in policy-making to emerge
more clearly.
By contrast, mainstream social policy texts have on the whole tended to devote very little attention to
employment policies, and especially to their impact on working women. Some still omit to mention women
at all.4 Feminist social policy writers have, not surprisingly, made the largest contribution to an
understanding of the effects of social policies upon working women.5 There is also a small but growing
international feminist literature on women and economic policy which concentrates firmly on working women
and the state.6 Even social and economic policy texts which look at the relationship between working
women and the State tend to look at recent history, rather than at longer historical patterns. Finally, Working
for Women? is unusual in proposing alternatives. The problem of working women’s poverty seems so large
and yet so institutionalized that it appears difficult to find any solution which would be effective for most
working women but would still be considered ‘reasonable’ by employers and most politicians.7 Yet if
solutions are not found, most women will remain poor. In a number of respects, therefore, Working for
Women? fills a gap in the existing literature.
Working for Women? is, nevertheless, not intended to be a comprehensive account of social and
economic policies affecting women’s material wellbeing. To do so would have taken several volumes. For
example, it does not deal in detail with taxation policies or retirement pensions. More attention is given to
policies affecting women’s paid employment than unpaid work. Policies affecting working-class women
receive somewhat more attention than those affecting middle-class women. However, the book does focus
on patterns of recruitment of women into paid work and demobilization out of paid employment, the
unequal treatment of unemployed women, equal pay and opportunities policies, government-sponsored
training and the principles governing the nature and extent of State child care; and, in a later chapter, it also
examines the gendered impact of the deregulation of the labour market. It should hopefully be useful to
students of women’s studies, social policy, economics and history as well as to the interested general
reader.
Women, Paid Employment, Unpaid Work and Government Policy
Work consists of all activities which people carry out in order to live (Lewenhak, 1988, p. 15). In preindustrial times most work was unwaged (Pahl, 1992, p. 132). By contrast, the majority of people in modern
societies do not have access to an independent livelihood, for example from the land. Most are dependent on
a wage from paid employment (which has come to be treated by policy-makers as if it was the only form of
work), on a State benefit or on another person. However, an equally striking feature of the organization of
work is the way it is divided by gender. There have been ‘men’s jobs’ and ‘women’s jobs’ since before
industrialization, although many occupations that were formerly female-dominated have been taken over by
men and vice versa. The enduring difference between ‘men’s work’ and ‘women’s work’ is that occupations
that are seen as men’s at any particular time are usually valued more highly (Bradley, 1989).
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Government accounting systems in countries such as Britain do not count unpaid work, most of which is
performed by women (Waring, 1988); and women working outside the paid workforce are still officially
described as ‘economically inactive’ (Employment Gazette, 1995). Even some feminist writers describe
women who are out of paid employment as ‘not working’ (Dex, Walters and Alden, 1993). Housework,
though essential, is hidden, private, isolated, trivialized and unpaid: it exists outside what is still often
considered to be the world of production, and it is normally by the goodwill of a wageearner that the
housewife receives all or part of her economic support. By contrast, paid employment, though often
producing inessential or even harmful items, and frequently debilitating and boring for the employee, is
dignified with the title of ‘work’, and waged workers have been regarded as ‘independent’, even though
they are in fact dependent on a wage.
In modern economic systems, money is the main measure of value. A large part of women’s work is
unpaid and therefore unvalued. Work is also the means by which people create their social identity. If the
work of a group of people is unvalued or undervalued, those people are also deprived of status and power.
By describing a woman with preschool children, who may be working 100 hours a week, as ‘economically
inactive’, we are effectively making her, as well as her work, invisible. In this book I distinguish between
paid employment and unpaid labour, but describe both as work. Virtually all women work.
How should we assess whether social and economic policies have benefited working women? The extent
to which women’s share of direct income has increased between 1905 and 1995 and the proportion of
women capable of supporting themselves and any dependents are the main criteria used in this book.
Although women have largely obtained formal political equality during the twentieth century, and have
entered paid work in larger numbers, economic independence and freedom from poverty have continued to
elude women, especially wives and mothers (Lewis and Piachaud, 1992). This is a worldwide phenomenon:
however, the extent of women’s economic dependency has been particularly striking in countries such as
Britain, the United States and Australia, compared with nations such as Sweden (Hobson, 1990; Bryson,
1992). These differences are associated with significant divergences in social policy. Scandinavian social
policy has been consistently characterized by stronger equal-pay legislation, more State nursery provision
and more generous child benefits and paid parental leave than the English-speaking nations (Adams and
Winston, 1980; Ruggie, 1984; Hernes, 1987, p. 15). Nonetheless, even the more ‘progressive’ welfare
States remain gendered, in that their policies still reproduce income disparities between women and men,
and caring is still done primarily unpaid in the home, mainly by women (Leira, 1993).
The employment and family policies of the State, particularly in the English-speaking world, tend to be
implicit rather than overt. Normally the impression is given that most of the conditions in the paid
workforce, including inequalities based on gender, ethnicity and class, are the result of agreements freely
made between employers and employees. Nevertheless, governments in twentieth-century Britain have at
times directly exercised enormous powers over working men and women and even over employers. During
the Second World War women and men were conscripted and could be directed into the most dangerous
types of paid work; and leaving such employment, or persistent absence, was an imprisonable offence. Even
in peacetime, government social and economic policies have a major impact on the number and types of jobs
available, over how different types of work are valued and over who has preferential access to the positions
with the best pay and prospects within the paid workforce. Similarly, the equally hidden family policies of
the State have had a huge impact on power relations within households and over who does the bulk of the
unpaid work. The State’s role in maintaining inequalities at work has nevertheless been largely hidden,
especially since the 1970s. Exposing the gendered social and economic policies of twentieth-century British
governments is a central task of Working for Women? Equally, however, it is argued here that the State has
enormous power which could potentially be used to bring about greater economic equality for women.
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Working Women and the State in the Late-nineteenth Century
Much of the policy framework which is described in Working for Women? was already established by the latenineteenth century. A series of government reports from the 1840s illustrated policy-makers’ concern that
girls should learn to become good housewives rather than regular employees.8 In particular, inspectors of
mines and factories judged girls and women according to their sexual conduct rather than their capacity for
hard work (Walby, 1986, pp. 115–16). Wives’ economic dependence came to be seen by policy-makers as
normal and desirable and the concept of the family wage was accepted, irrespective of whether workmen
actually earned enough to support a family. Lower pay for women was legal and the general rule.
During the nineteenth century women’s opportunities for remunerative employment narrowed, as many
traditional areas of ‘women’s work’ were moved to factory production and came to be performed by men.
The main opportunity left open to women was domestic service (Schreiner, 1918; Pinchbeck, 1981; Walby,
1986, pp. 94–5). Women were excluded by working men from most trade unions and thus from a wide
range of skilled occupations, thus keeping men’s wages higher than they would otherwise have been
(Walby, 1986, p. 92 and Appendix 1). No State action was taken to prevent these restrictive practices
against them, even though unions themselves were at times illegal. A series of pieces of ‘protective’
legislation from the 1840s onwards limited the hours of paid factory work of women and children and
banned women from working underground in coal mines. It became more difficult for working-class
women to obtain a living from paid employment. Opportunities for middle- and upper-class unmarried women
to obtain a dignified livelihood through their own labour were also restricted.
There were exceptions, however. For example, during the earlynineteenth century, in cotton-weaving,
because of the initial reluctance of hand-loom weavers to give up their independence and enter the factories,
some employers took the opportunity to employ women and children instead of an exclusively male
workforce, although males were still employed in the best paid and most senior positions. Working-class
women in the Burnley/ Nelson area retained their position in cotton-weaving until after the Second World
War.
Although access to a livelihood from paid work was becoming more the exception than the rule, it was
high on the agenda of feminists in the second half of the nineteenth century. The Campaign to Promote
Women’s Employment was founded in 1859; and women became more active in trade unions: this included
forming their own Women’s Protective and Provident League in 1874. By the first decade of the twentieth
century feminists were making demands for women’s equal right to an independent livelihod through paid
employment.9
Contents of Chapters 2–10
Chapters 2–7 examine a series of twentieth-century employment policies towards women. The focus of
Chapter 2 is on government responses to feminist demands for women’s ‘right to work’ and for women’s
unemployment to be treated as a serious issue during the decade before the outbreak of the First World
War. Following a campaign by the Women’s Industrial Council, women were included in the 1905
Unemployed Workmen Act and some women were provided with work—although not on the same scale or
under the same terms as men, nor was the value of their work assessed according to the same criteria.
During this period a number of the principles that governed policies about women’s paid and unpaid work
were challenged, partially revised and ultimately reaffirmed, laying the foundations for policy later in the
century. Women’s unemployment did not come to be seen as a problem requiring intervention by the State,
and arguably it still has not. Married women were not classed as ‘independent’ but were expected to be
dependent on husbands and obtain their keep through their unwaged household labour. Single women were
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also expected to obtain their living through domestic labour, but for low pay in the homes of either the wellto-do or in their family home. Whereas men’s ‘morality’ was judged by policy-makers in terms of whether
they were good regular workmen, women were judged in terms of whether they were thrifty, sober,
obedient and faithful actual or potential wives. During this period the State was ambivalent about the
position of widows, however, and much of the debate around women’s ‘right to work’ centred on this group.
By the end of the decade, policy-makers had settled on a view that ‘good’ widows were to qualify for a
State benefit and that the State would act as surrogate husband and provider; whereas waged labour was
appropriate only to mothers who were ‘fallen’.
Chapter 3 examines government recruitment policies during the First World War and the idea and
process of ‘substitution’ of women for men in the paid workforce. The chapter describes the process by
which, following a slow and reluctant start by government, women were drawn into the lower ranks of
‘men’s jobs’. It examines the ways in which women were brought into ‘men’s jobs’ as ‘subsitutes for men’,
but always treated as women in terms of wages, conditions and job security, notwithstanding some of the
tensions that existed because of the reluctance to allow women to do ‘men’s jobs’ which undercut the drive
for increased production. Finally the process of demobilization is recorded. At the end of the First World
War this involved a rapid removal of women from ‘men’s jobs’, as the result of pressure from both
employers and trade unions. Certain questions are highlighted by this chapter: for example, why, given that
women rapidly and efficiently learned to ‘substitute’ for men, did gender differentiation in the workplace
remain so marked? And why were employers prepared to allow the exclusion of low-paid, productive and
exploitable women workers at the end of the war?
Chapter 4, by contrast, documents a series of policies affecting working women during the period of high
unemployment between the wars. It charts the drive by governments of this period, including Labour, to
remove women, especially married women, from jobs that provided an independent livelihood and to
reaffirm women as low-paid or unpaid domestic workers. Specifically it examines the removal of women
from ‘men’s jobs’ between 1919 and 1928; the ‘marriage bar’, the use of benefits regulations to persuade
women to reenter domestic service, including the domestic service training schemes, the refusal to provide
work schemes for unemployed women, and the denial of benefits to unemployed women, through the Not
Genuinely Seeking Work Clause and the Anomolies Regulations. Again the evidence shows that trade
unions and employers had very similar polices where the employment of women was concerned, and that
these were largely supported by government measures.
Chapter 5 focuses specifically on the processes by which, despite a huge increase in demand for labour
during the Second World War, the wartime government managed to maintain hierarchical gender divisions
virtually intact during and after the war. During both world wars there was a marked decrease of horizontal
gender divisions in paid work, as women moved into the wider range of jobs normally dominated by men;
but vertical gender divisions in employment were carefully maintained. This chapter looks particularly at
patterns of government recruitment and training of war workers, and the ways in which these helped to
maintain gender distinctions even when women were doing vitually the full range of ‘men’s jobs’. The chapter
also describes the ‘welfare’ policies for women workers (childcare, time off for shopping, the
encouragement of works canteens and British Restaurants) which made it somewhat easier for women to
combine paid work and housework during the war, without actually relieving women of the responsibility
for unpaid domestic work and caring. Finally the chapter examines the intricate process of demobilization
and the transfer of women back into lower paid ‘women’s jobs’ during the last stages of the war, and the
policies and principles which were to inform social policies towards working women in the postwar era.
The postwar boom, up until 1970, has been described by contemporary policy-makers as one in which
women were emancipated, gained the ‘right to work’ and equality of opportunity in employment. Women’s
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participation in paid employment, particularly that of married women, increased and the ‘marriage bar’ was
officially ended after the war. However, as Chapter 6 shows, the policies of governments helped to ensure
that women in Britain did not participate in equal numbers or on the same terms as men. Although women
labour force participation rates rose, and women were described during this period as having a ‘dual role’, it
is clear on closer examination that women’s domestic role was still central, at least where white and Britishborn women were concerned. Opportunities for women in paid employment were overwhelmingly in lowpaid ‘women’ jobs’, and there was a growth in part-time employment which could be fitted around
women’s domestic responsibilities. Governments in Britain delayed equal pay legislation for as long as they
were able, and then introduced narrow and relatively ineffective laws. The recruitment and training
strategies of postwar governments, as well as childcare policy, also reinforced women’s disadvantaged
position in the paid workforce, so that most women did not gain economic independence through their paid
work. At the same time, most welfare benefits were denied to married women. In these ways, the creation
of the ‘dual role’ meant that women’s secondary position in paid work and their primary responsibility for
unpaid domestic work was reinforced.
Chapter 7 examines the contradictions between equal opportunities policies and the move to a more
flexible labour market. It explains why, despite the 1975 Sex Discrimination Act (and its subsequent
amendments) and the United Nations Decade for Women which also began in 1975, over two decades later
women still occupy a marginal position in the paid labour force and continue to take most responsibility for
unpaid household work. It does this by examining other policies affecting women’s paid and unpaid work
during the same period, and the ways in which these undermined the stated intentions of the 1975 Act.
These included childcare policy, parental leave policy legislation, deinstitutionalization and ‘community
care’, benefit regulations which were kept outside the legal scope of the Sex Discrimination Act, the type of
training and the scale of provision of work for unemployed women, and especially the expansion of
temporary part-time employment. It assesses the extent to which working women have benefited in
economic terms from the policies decribed in the ealier chapters. It argues that women’s poverty and
economic insecurity is still a major problem, and that government policies have not made the kinds of
changes in women’s working lives that most feminists would have hoped for.
Chapter 8 acts as a ‘bridging’ chapter to see whether, looking at the whole period 1905–1995,
employment policies have served to improve the position of working women. It does this mainly by
assessing whether women’s relative material position has improved markedly since 1905. It shows that despite
women’s rising labour force participation rates, this has not been accompanied by economic independence
or equal status—or even the prospect of these. It also attempts to see which of the policies that have been
implemented so far appear to have been most beneficial to working women, which have been least effective
and which have been positively harmful.
Chapter 9 asks whether, since State policy has throughout the twentieth century been to a considerable
extent responsible for women’s subordinate social and financial status, it is now realistic to expect British
governments to enact reforms to conteract women’s poverty and economic dependence. It argues that
although State action has been disappointing to feminists, there appear to be no viable alternatives; and that
the challenge is to create a combination of forces which could bring about such a policy transformation. The
chapter asks: What kinds of principles and economic policies could win the active support of both women
and men? What kinds of safeguards would women require to ensure that their interests are not overlooked
again?
Chapter 10 looks at the kinds of specific policies which would fit with the principles discussed in the
previous chapter. It suggests that in addition to an expansion of the policies described in Chapter 8 as
having worked, there are others which, with enough popular support, could be introduced and which would
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improve women’s and most men’s financial position and quality of life. It proposes three interconnected
additional policies. These are a universal basic income, a shorter working week and a guaranteed minimum
hourly wage. These would not by themselves guarantee women full social equality or citizenship. However,
by lifting women out of poverty and providing economic security they would nevertheless provide women
with greater and more genuine freedom and choice.
Notes
1. Considerable similarities in these patterns exist throughout the English-speaking world. British examples include
Harriet Bradley (1989) Men’s Work, Women’s Work; Cynthia Cockburn (1991) In the Way of Women as well as
her earlier works such as Machinery of Dominance (1985); Angela Coyle and Jane Skinnner (Eds) (1988) Women
and Work: Positive Action for Change; Rosemary Crompton and Kay Sanderson (1990) Gendered Jobs and
Social Change and Lisa Adkins (1995) Gendered Work: Sexuality, Family and the Labour Market. Examples
from the United States include Reskin and Roos (1990) Job Queues, Gender Queues; and, from Australia, Ann
Game and Rosemary Pringle’s (1984) Gender at Work.
2. Exceptions include Sylvia Walby (1986) Patriarchy at Work.
3. Especially useful are Gail Braybon (1981) Women Workers in the First World War; Deirdre Beddoe (1989) Back
to Home and Duty and Penny Summerfield (1984) Women Workers in the Second World War.
4. For example, Michael Sullivan (1992) The Politics of Social Policy makes no mention of women. This was
commonplace before the feminist writings of the 1980s; and Titmuss was exceptional in that he did mention
women.
5. For example, Gillian Pascall (1986) has a chapter on women and work; but on the whole they have concentrated
more upon women’s poverty and State ‘welfare’ than on policies directly affecting women’s paid work: Elizabeth
Wilson (1977) Women and the Welfare State; Clare Ungerson (Ed.) (1985) Women and Social Policy; Cora
Baldock and Bettina Cass (Eds) (1988) Women, Social Welfare and the State.
6. For example, Rhondda Sharp and Ray Broomhill (1988) Short Changed: Women and Economic Policies; Prue
Hyman (1994) Women and Economies; Marilyn Waring (1989) If Women Counted.
7. ‘Employers object to women’s desire to have their cake and eat it, to reproduce and go on earning… This desire
is considered unrealistic, but the only way to be realistic in the world of work is to be a man.’ Evelyne Sullerot,
quoted in Carolyn Teich Adams and Cathryn Teich Winston (1980) Mothers at Work: Public Policies in the
United States, Sweden and China.
8. As Elizabeth Wilson pointed out in Women and the Welfare State (1977), the state has always been closely
connected with the development of the family, and has acted to reinforce it in an assortment of ways.
9. Olive Schreiner, 1918 p. 283. Women’s representation in trade unions grew from 6.5 per cent in 1901 to 10.6 per
cent in 1911.

Chapter 2
Women’s ‘Right to Work’ and the State, 1905–1914

Before 1905, in all-male government circles, employment policies were being developed which catered for
a proportion of unemployed working-class men, but which omitted any specific reference to women.
Feminist campaigns for unemployed women’s inclusion resulted in the creation of a limited number of
places for women under the 1905 Unemployed Workmen Act. Although the attempts of the ‘right to work’
movement in the decade before the First World War was to force the State to accept responsibility for
creating paid employment for unemployed men have been documented (Brown, 1971), the fact that there
was a women’s ‘right to work’ movement at this time has been mentioned only in passing (Harris, 1972).
This omission is serious, because it obscures the fact that unemployment and income maintenance policy in
this period was devised to manage and control a male workforce, and the ways in which women were
treated very differently. The debates surrounding women’s ‘right to work’ before the First World War
highlight the way in which feminist demands for the right to paid employment with the potential for economic
independence for women were regarded by leading policy-makers as highly threatening.
Women’s Inclusion in the 1905 Unemployed Workmen Act
There was no reason to suppose that women would be included under the Unemployed Workmen Act.
Neither the 1886 Chamberlain Circular nor the 1904 London Unemployed Fund had contained any
provision for unemployed women (Women’s Industrial News, March 1905). Schemes were targeted at the
male workforce, particularly skilled tradesmen, whose unemployment had been seen as responsible for riots
and disturbances.1 Women’s exclusion from paid employment and consequent dependence on men was by
contrast seen as a stabilizing factor, by having a steadying influence on male workers (Lewis, 1983). During
this period, therefore, policy-makers tended to see women’s employment rather than their unemployment as
a social problem.
Further, the extension of the franchise to a large section of working men (and not women) led to the
election to Parliament of a number of men from trade-union backgrounds who strongly opposed married
women’s employment.2 During this period the Trades Union Council pressed for a ‘family wage for men’
and the extension of ‘protective’ legislation to limit women’s paid employment.3 This was partly because
married men benefited from the domestic comforts provided by wives who stayed at home; but it appears to
have been mainly because men could command higher wages if they did not have women’s competition in
paid employment. The trade unionist Tom Mann, for example, strongly objected to the employment of
mothers, claiming that ‘their employment nearly always has a prejudicial effect on the wages of the male
worker’.4
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However, support for limiting the paid employment of wives and mothers also came from members of the
employing class, including some whose family fortunes owed much to the employment of married women.5
This may have partly stemmed from dislike of the fact that working-class women who had economic
independence, particularly those living in areas where women’s full-time emplyment was the norm, such as
Burnley and Nelson, were relatively active in the women’s suffrage movement and the Independent Labour
Party (Liddington and Norris, 1978).
Men’s unemployment had come to be regarded as a problem requiring government action during the
mid-1880s, but before 1904 women’s unemployment was ‘little considered or discussed’.6 There was a
prevalent view that ‘there need never be any unemployed women if they were not perversely indifferent to
the charms of domestic service’.7 The 1901 Census described 6,046,435 married and widowed women,
including widows in receipt of poor law relief (Women’s Industrial News, December 1907, Mrs Macrosty),
as ‘unoccupied or without special occupation’8 but no official figures existed on women’s unemployment.
Although it was known that especially at times of recession, the ‘women’s trades’ became severely crowded,
as the wives of unemployed men competed with single women for the available employment,9 the shortage
of official statistics made it relatively easy to ignore women’s unemployment.
It is hardly surprising, therefore, that initially the Unemployed Workmen Act contained no provision for
unemployed women.10 However, in May 1905 an announcement was made in Parliament that women were,
after all, to be included under the Act.11 This followed a series of actions by the Women’s Industrial
Council, at a time when the women’s movement was particularly active.
In 1904, noting that thousands of men had been provided with work in London under the provisions of
Walter Long’s London Unemployed Fund, the Women’s Industrial Council had resolved to campaign for
the inclusion of women and girls in public works schemes.12 They conducted a survey in London on
women’s unemployment, and then wrote twice to each local authority in London asking what was being
done or planned to assist unemployed women. Receiving ‘no satisfactory answer’, in December 1904 they
sent memoranda to the central and local committees administering Long’s scheme, requesting that
unemployed women be invited to apply for places on the schemes and that they be provided with ‘suitable’
employment such as bee keeping, fruit growing, upholstery and poultry keeping. However, by the time a
deputation of the Council was met by the Central Committee, all available funds had been spent on the
men’s schemes13 and the committee still seemed to believe that all unemployed women could be catered for
by entering domestic service (Abbott, 1907, p. 518).
Nevertheless, the Women’s Industrial Council had succeeded in bringing women’s demands for public
works to the attention of men in authority (Women’s Industrial News, March 1905). Further, the Council
was only one voice in the women’s movement of the time, whose keynote, according to Olive Schreiner,
was: ‘Give us labour and the training that fits for labour’ (ibid.). Women had been pressing for increased
employment opportunities since the second half of the nineteenth century, for example, through the
Campaign to Promote Women’s Employment, founded in 1859; and in 1874 had formed their own union,
the Women’s Protective and Provident League, which was active during the prewar period. Women’s
membership of unions, though lower than men’s, rose rapidly between 1901 and 1911, from 6.5 per cent of
total membership to 10.6 per cent (Schreiner, 1918, p. 283). Morover, leaders of the suffrage movement
were acutely aware that women’s lack of political representation made it easier for policy-makers to neglect
their economic needs (Tawney, 1910, p. 131).
On 12 May 1905, Mrs Pankhurst, angered at the way a Bill for women’s suffrage had been ‘talked out’ in
the House of Commons amid great hilarity, wrote to Arthur Balfour, the Prime Minister, threatening that the
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) would oppose the Conservatives at the forthcoming general
election (Pankhurst, 1911). On 29 May the new President of the Local Government Board, Gerald Balfour,
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brother of the Prime Minister, unexpectedly announced that women would, after all, be included in the
Unemployed Workmen Act.14 He used the provisions of the 1889 Interpretation Act to rule that the term
‘unemployed workman’ would include females (ibid.), although the Interpretations Regulations were not
normally used to women’s advantage (Sachs and Hoff Wilson, 1979, pp. 22–38).
However, this was followed by an attempt by the government to abandon the Unemployed Workmen Bill,
although apparently not simply because of its inclusion of women. The Independent Labour Party had
hailed the Bill as a sign that the State had accepted the principle of the ‘right to work’.15 The adoption of
this principle would have transferred to the State from the individual the responsibility for procuring
sufficient paid employment. The ILP saw in the acceptance of the ‘right to work’ the potential for State
management of the level of demand in the economy, the elimination of cyclical unemployment16 and a
peaceful route to State socialism. They also believed in the ‘right to work’ of women ‘dependent on their
own earnings’. It was a principle which both Liberals and Conservatives were most anxious to avoid.
Popular pressure for the Bill’s revival led to rioting in Manchester on 31 July 1905. The following day it was
announced there would be a Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, and that the Unemployed Workmen Act
would be passed by the government on a three-year experimental basis.17
No work schemes for unemployed women were provided during the first few months after the passage of
the Act, and so the Women’s Industrial Council kept up their pressure. In November 1905 a procession of 3,
000 unemployed women marched to Whitehall and a deputation met Gerald Balfour (Macdonald, 1912, p.
152). The women’s action received sympathetic reporting the next day in The Times.18 As a result of these
representations it was decided at the first meeting of the Central Unemployed Body, which administered the
Act in London, to form a women’s work committee (Macdonald, 1912, p. 153) and this first met on 10
February 1906 (Abbott, 1907, p. 519). At this stage although notices had been issued inviting women to apply
for places on the schemes, only 388 women had done so in London (Abbott, 1907, p. 520), presumably
because no work had yet been provided.
By the time the women’s workrooms had begun to operate in April 1905, the men’s schemes has been
working for nine months. Nevertheless, the inclusion of women had survived a change in government as well
as the selection of John Burns—noted for his hostility to both women’s employment and the unemployed—
as President of the Local Government Board. At this stage in his career, however, Burns bowed to public
opinion, saying that ‘women suffered in patience, and for that reason they ought to be more sympathetic to
them’.19 Largely as a result of feminist organizing, women’s unemployment had been forced to the attention
of all-male politicians and some remedial action was being taken by the new government.
The Scale of Provision of Work for Unemployed Women
During the first year of the operation of the Unemployed Workmen Act only three schemes for unemployed
women were established. All were sewing rooms and all were in London, at Poplar, Camberwell and St
Pancras. Between April 1906 and June 1907, out of 802 women considered ‘eligible’, 308 were found
work. Normally employment was provided for 16 weeks, although in cases of exceptional need this was
extended to 24 weeks (Beveridge, 1909, p. 181). Provision for males, by contrast, was on a far larger scale.
Seventy-nine distress committees were creating employment for men; and in 1905–6 they provided a total
of about 40,000 places,20 while 18,000 jobs were also created by smaller local authorities still operating under
the recommendations of the Chamberlain circular.21 Nevertheless, the Prime Minister,22 the President of the
Local Government Board23 and William Beveridge (1909, p. 181) all claimed that the proportion of women
assisted was higher than that of men. They chose to regard the small number of women applicants not as a
result of the eligibility criteria for places, but as indicative of the extent of unemployment among women.
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They thus attempted to convey the impression that female unemployment was a problem of tiny proportions,
which had been largely solved by government intervention.
In the meantime, Independent Labour Party Members in Parliament were using question time in the
House of Commons to ask for extension of the women’s workrooms schemes.24 In fact there were no legal
restrictions preventing local authorities from providing work for unemployed women.25 However, there was
a general reluctance to divert existing funds away from job creation for men; and John Burns refused to
allocate additional funding to assist unemployed women.26
The women’s Industrial Council also attempted to persuade Burns to expand the number of schemes for
unemployed women. In March 1907 a deputation handed him a memorandum deploring the small number of
places for unemployed women (Women’s Industrial News, March 1907). Receiving no satisfactory
response, they then circularized 1,700 authorities dealing with the unemployed, asking about their plans for
catering for women under the Unemployed Workmen Act (Women’s Industrial News, 1908, p. 6). It is
difficult to be certain that this strategy was effective, but nevertheless by the end of 1907 a women’s sewing
room had been opened in Liverpool, and two in Manchester (Women’s Industrial News, 1907, pp. 700 and
703). A women’s workroom also opened in Glasgow in 1909, but soon closed, apparently because of
problems concerning the ‘eligibility’ of the applicants.
During 1906–7 the Unemployed Workmen Act catered for around 37,000 men (Beveridge, 1909, p. 179)
somewhat fewer than during the previous year. It was suffering from bad publicity and a shortage of
charitable funds (on which it partly depended); and was due to expire the following year. However, in 1908
the Labour Party presented its ‘Right to Work’ Bill, which would have given local authorities a statutory
obligation to provide work for all the unemployed. Its defeat provoked a series of huge demonstrations and
the Local Government Board responded with a series of palliative measures, all aimed at the male
unemployed. The number of places for men was increased to 85,000;27 the government provided a further
£100,000 towards the working of the Act, and charitable contributions rose from £7,800 in the previous
year to £31,000.28 Further, a Cabinet committee set up to deal with the problem of unemployment in
October 1908 voted 24,000 extra places in the army, 8,000 in the post office at Christmas and extra work in
naval dockyards.29
However, provision of work for unemployed women did not rise in proportion. The largest number of
places for women, 334, was in London, while Manchester catered for 236 (but rejected 2,047), and in
Liverpool 87 women were given work, compared with just 24 in Glasgow (Tawney, 1910, p. 133). The total
number of unemployed women provided with work under the Act in 1909 therefore was 681: it was tiny in
comparison with the number of places provided for unemployed men.
Eligibility Criteria for Places on Work Schemes
The 1905 Unemployed Workmen Act was originally envisaged as a means of contributing to ‘national
efficiency’ by saving regular and skilled workmen from pauperism and the workhouse, rather than as a form
of poor relief (Beveridge, 1909, p. 185). The selection of regular rather than casual workers was initially
intended to apply equally to women. A circular issued in connection with the opening of the registries for
women said that the Act included ‘temporarily unemployed women who are usually self-supporting’ and
excluded women who were ‘only in a normal state of underemployment or underpaid employment’
(Abbott, 1907, p. 251). However, the actual administration of the women’s scheme produced the opposite
effect, and ‘the spirit of relief works was forced upon it persistently’ (Macdonald, 1912, p. 153; Tawney,
1910, p. 138).

