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PREFACE

The 1970's have witnessed a validation of the maxim that "each genera-
tion writes its own history". Since the rise of the modern feminist
movement in the U.S.A. and western Europe, there has been a flow of
research and publications on various aspects of women in history. This
is not simply a question of adding to what we now determine as "history",
"women's history" (also known under the names of '"feminist history" and
"herstory"). History and women's history cannot be separate entities,
as the latter has been formed through an examination of historical data
as a whole from a different standpoint from conventional historical
perspectives. An essential part of this process must be a re-evaluation
of the socialist tradition, since this tradition has always claimed a

particular commitment to the advancement of women.

The aim of this thesis is to make a detailed examination of the inter-
action between socialism and feminism in one particular socialist
organisation, the Communist Party of Great Britain, from its foundation
in 1920 until the outbreak of the Second World War. The study of
socialism and feminism in the C.P.G.B. can be divided into four major

areas.

First, it is necessary to examine the party's concept of socialism and
of the role of women and the family in a future socialist society. How
would a socialist revolution liberate women? What did they understand
by the term "sexual equality"? The second question concerns the party's
relationship to the feminist movement. What was the party's attitude

to independent feminist organisations? Thirdly, what sort of work did
the party conduct in relation to specific women's issues such as equal
pay, birth control and maternity services? Which issues were the party
most likely to take up and why? Lastly, how did the sexual division of
labour operate within the party? Did the party have a concept of "women's
work" and “"men's work"? Were the roles upen to women more restricted

than those open to men, and if so, why?

In order to be able to evaluate the Communist Party in the 1920's and
1930's, along these lines, we must be able to see it in relation to its
antecedents. Chapter One, therefore, takes the form of an historical
survey of the century before 1920. It defines and explains the socialist
and feminist traditions in Britain and describes the ways in which they
interacted, both at the level of theory and at that of practice. The

main part of the thesis is then divided into six chronological chapters,



each dealing with between two and four years. This chronoldgical,
rather than thematic, approach, is made necessary by the drastic
changes that occurred in the C.P.G.B. during these years. For example,
the Bolshevik policies of the early 1920's could hardly make a more
dramatic contrast than with the Popular Front policies of the late
1930's. Such generalisations that can be made for the period as a

whole are drawn together in the concluding chapter.

Finally, a word regarding sources. Conventional documentary sources,
from the party press, congress reports, etc., are clearly inadequate by
themselves as they reveal only the official policies of the leadership.
This material has to be supplemented by, and contrasted with, both other
written evidence and oral sources which reflects the attitudes and
experiences of rank and file party women. Use has been made of evidence
provided by contemporary party members of both sexes, (although obvious-
ly a greater proportion of the interviews were with party women).(1)
Chiefly for the purpose of contrast, a smaller number of interviews

with Labour Party women were conducted. Wherever possible party sources
have been supplemented by the use of non-party evidence. This includes
files available at the Public Record Office, reports from the national
and local press, Labour Party archives and memoirs and papers of non-

party and ex-party contemporaries.

1. The interview questionaire for women who were in the C.P.G.B. for
at least a part of the period between 1920 and 1939 is reproduced
in the Appendix. Details of the interviews conducted are given in
the Oral Sources section of the Bibliography.

-------- “eeevescsansesnae
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CHAPTER OKE .

THE INMHERTYANCE: A SURVEY OF SOCIALISM AND FEMINISM IN
BRITAIN UNTIL 1920.

As a preliminary to examining the complex interaction between socialism and
feminism, it is necessary to begin with some background information

on the separate histories of these two movements. 1 shall deal first

with the socialist tradition in Britain. Only a brief resume is

provided as this subject is well documented.

The socialist movement arose in the early nineteenth century out of

the earlier traditions of radicalism and utilitarianism. Socialist

ideas first took root among skilled workers whose livelihoods were
thrown into crisis by the proletarianisation of labour. The movement
took two explicit forms; Owenism and Chartism. Robert Owen is chiefly
remembered for his promation of model communities in the 1820's and 30's.
The failure of these ventures led later socialists to label Owenism
"utopian socialism". Certainly the Owenites had no clear strategy

beyond change by example and education. Nevertheless their socialist
vision was an inspiring force and involved a questioning of all forms

of oppression, in personal, as well as public life.

Chartism, on the other hand, was a much more pragmatic and limited
movement which focussed on the democratic control reform of Parliament.
Figures such as William Lovett believed that working-class control of
the government machine could eliminate the social evils caused by nine-
teenth century industrial society. With the collapse of Chartism in the
late 1840's the movement was eclipsed and did not re-emerge with the
same vigour until the 1880's.

Marx and Engels were both exiled in England after the failure of the
1848 revolution on the continent, but it was over a generation later
that Marxist ideas began to find their expression in the British move-
ment. The Democratic Federation was formed in 1881, in 1883 it became
more explicitly socialist and changed its name to the Social Democratic
Federation. The group was handicapped by its leader H.M. Hyndman, who
failed to grasp Marx's economic ideas and whose autocratic manner led
to many internal tensions and disputes. In 1884 many of its most well
known figures, including William Morris and Eleanor Marx, split off and
formed the Socialist League. Within five years the League fell into

insignificance after being taken over by anarchists, leaving the S.D.F.



