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Abstract :

Feminist historiography has generally focused on middle-class women and formal
organisations taking the view the World War | heralded the decline of the feminist movement
and thereby any forms of feminist activity in Britain. This thesis, by investigating Clydeside
women's experiences between the wars, subverts that approach. it offers a wider
interpretation of feminist aims, objectives and activities by examining the premise that 'sexual
antagonism' can 'shape sexual solidarity', providing a conduct for the operation of ‘a rough
kind of feminism'.

During the inter-war years attempts were made, through discourse, to reformulate
traditional gender identities. The proposed vision of womanhood sought to re-situate females
in the 'private sphere’, as exulted progenitors and guardians of the race. Correspondingly,
these women were to be provided for, and protected by the 'new man' who would love and
respect his wife, whilst recognising that their roles, although different, should be equal in
status. A response to the potential liberation of women after World War |, concems over the
quality and quantity of the British race and the ruptures wrought by war, this world view was
to permeate society. Despite the persuasiveness of this discourse, however, these ideals
were not generally compatible with the extra-discursive realities and imaginative boundaries
of working-class life between the wars on Clydeside, and more so those of men. The
proposed 'new men' of the Clyde faced extreme social, economic and political transformations
which impeded their subjectification of the ideal. In tumn, this contributed to the extreme
gender antagonism faced by women in the worlds of work, politics, community and play and in
their relations with men.

Women's responses were complex and contradictory. Although they were divided
matenally and ideologically, sexual antagonism provided a basis for coalition on specific
Issues which affected these women as a group. Working-class women countered their
potential for powerlessness formally and informally in a variety of ways. They formed gender-
specific work-cultures, they exploited the dominant gender discourse of this period, they used
kin and community networks, they combined to take advantage of community organisations
and they used defiance as strategies to challenge male domination. Whilst these same forces
could also create class and gender divisions amongst women, nevertheless, sexual
antagonism on Clydeside acted as a catalyst for behaviour identifiable as a' rough kind of
feminism'.



\,

Contents Page No.
Acknowledgements v

List of tables Vi
Chapter One : Introduction 1
Chapter Two : The 'usurpers’, women, work and 34

political identity

Chapter Three : The "politics of the kitchen' and the 112
dissenting domestics : women, 'feminism' and the ILP.

Chapter Four : An assertion of the feminine : 190
conflict, resistance and fragmented identities.

Chapter Five : Conclusion 311

Bibliography 322

Appendix 346



wi N

| would like to acknowledge and thank the many people who contributed to the completion of
this thesis, especially my supervisors Dr Callum Brown and Dr Arthur Mclvor whose insights,
guidance and encouragement have been without compare. | would also like to express my
appreciation to Professor Hamish Fraser his constructive criticisms. The staff of the History
department at the University of Strathclyde and their high quality of professionalism also
deserve special recognition. In addition, | owe an immense debt of gratitude to those people
of Clydeside who patiently narrated their memories to me - every contribution, without
exception, was invaluable, thank-you. To the staff of the many nursing homes and day care
centres where | was made extremely welcome and to those of the Glasgow Regional Archive,
the Mitchell Library, Glasgow Women's Aid, Glasgow Women's Library, the Andersonian,
Glasgow University Library and the Transport and General Workers Union, Retired Members
Association who provided assistance | extend my thanks. | would also like to express my
admiration for Audrey Canning of the Wiliam Gallacher Memorial Library and offer my
appreciation to her for sharing with me some of her inestimable knowledge of women in the
labour movement in Scotland and her hospitality. | would also like to take this opportunity to
thank my friends Bernadette, Irene and Michelle for their help, support and 'endurance’! My
deepest debt of gratitude and my love | extend to David, my family and especially my
children, Natasha, Amanda and Robert :thank you for your love, patience and
encouragement. | dedicate this thesis posthumously and with love to my parents.



VI

ist of tables : Page No.
2.1: Strathclyde Employment Statistics 1911-1931 59
2.2 : Women emunerated as gainfully employed, Clydeside 1921-31 56
2.3 Occupation of juveniles, Clydeside 1931 57
2.4 : Occupied married women on Clydeside, 1921-1931 61
2.5 Trade union membership on the Clyde, 1923-1924 98
31: The new vote, 1929 Clydeside Election Resuits. 155

4.1 . Catholic school population of Glasgow as a percentage of the total school capacity, 1930 290



CHAPTER ONE :

INTRODUCTION
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In a recent review article on the now published thesis, On Men . Masculinity In Crisis, by
Professor Anthony Clare, readers of Scotland on Sunaay were rather flippantly wamed, 'The
Future is feminine. Men are history . . . Patriarchy is on the way out . . . Men are losing control

and it is not a pretty sight . . . ' Masculinity is in crisis.! Quoting Clare, readers were informed,

Look at the problems of contemporary society - crime and violence, cultural
dislocation, suicide, depression, the decline of the family and you will see men, for
the first time, forced to question their own natures, their identities, their role In

society . . . °

Clare’s hypothesis is disturbing. Apparently, the choices available to modern men to alleviate
this crisis are few. They can attempt to masculinise women. Alternatively they can reject
women's potential progress because it is @ man's world and as such it has to be protected
from women, or men can learn from women's comparatively greater mental and emotional
well-being and at the same time subject their gender, as women did through the feminist
movement, to critical and coruscating analysis. Clare, however, is sceptical that men will
adopt the latter. He fears that men might be more apt to ‘pollute women with their tyranny'.?
They may well do. Men might respond, as they have done histoncally, by resorting to a
backlash against women, because, contrary to Clare's assertions, and in line with his
scepticism, this is not the first time men have had to question their 'natures, their identities, or
their role in society'. In other words, a crisis in masculinity and the problems associated with it
are not unique to contemporary society.

In fact, such a crisis apparently occurred between the wars in Britain. it seems not only did
this crisis halt women's progress, but it might actually have reversed it. Kingsley Kent's re-
evaluation of the feminist movement after the First World War argues that, ‘the terrors of war
problematised masculinity, fragmenting it, causing men to question their relationship to a
universal maleness . . . ' so that towards the end of the war men perceived women to be

emasculating them and began, at least rhetorically, to strike back. It would seem then that the

; D. Farrell, Interview in Spectrum Magazine, Scofland on Sunday, 30th July 2000.
Ibid.
3 Ibid.



'misogyny' of the post-war period was a product of what Showalter identified as, ‘men's
quarrels with the feminine element in their own psyches, externalised as quarrels with
women'. This, in combination with the 'disruption, wrought by war, of previously established
relationships’ was then represented as a sexual disorder and as such peace came to imply, 'a
return to traditional gender relationships, the familiar and natural order of families, men in
public roles, women at home and so on'.# The situation was exacerbated by the response of
feminists to the ways in which war became synonymous with sexual antagonism. It was not
merely the 'post-feminist attitudes of younger women, or the right-wing backlash' against
feminism ; nor was it the social and ideological partisan differences amongst feminist which
contributed to a lack of a 'distinct women's question’ in the 1920s and 1930s,° rather feminists
avoided and feared to acknowledge sexual antagonism. Thus they largely ceased to
challenge the dominant discourses on sexuality, and adopted an ideology which emphasised
equality for women based on sexual difference and separate spheres for women and\men. In
this way, they were often confused with anti-feminists. According to Kent, it was this which
ensured that 'the movement could not sustain itself as a distinct political, social and economic
movement and was soon swallowed up and disappeared along with many of the gains
women had won'. © Fragmentation in other words was not inevitable.

In contrast to Kent's bleak depiction of the impact of masculinity in crisis, Riley In her
quest to seek the conditions for any joint consciousness of women, forwarded the hypothesis
that there is enough ground to suggest that, 'sexual antagonism can shape sexual solidarity’ ;
that 'assaults and counter-assaults, with all their irritations’, can lead to 'a rough kind of

feminism'.” By this definition, feminist behaviour need not be defined as a conscious

4s. Kingsley Kent, Making Peace The Reconstruction of Gender in Inter-War Britain, New Jersey, 1993, pp.37-38, 70
and 237, and E. Showalter as quoted in S. Kingsley Kent, 'The Politics of Sexual Difference : World War | and the
Demise of British Feminism', Journal of British Studiies, Vol.27, 1988, p.252.

2 N. Cott, 'Feminist Theory and Feminist Movements : the Past Before Us', J. Mitchell & A. Oakley, [eds.], What /s
Feminism, Oxford, 1986, pp.57-60.

0s, Kingsley Kent, Making Peace, pp.116-137. See also M. Pugh, 'Domesticity and the decline of feminism, 1930-
1950', H.L. Smith, [ed.], British Feminism in the Twentieth Century, Aldershot, 1990, pp.144-166 and J. Hannam,
'Women and Politics', in J. Purvis, (ed.], Women's History Britain, 1850-1945, London, 1995, pp.217-246.

D, Riley, Am / That Name?* Ferminism and the Category of Women'in History, London, 1988, p.10.
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challenge to male domination. It can also be a response to an identity produced by the
perceptions and actions of the generalised 'other .

After the World War |, as Kent has shown, masculinity was in crisis in Britain. It would be
contentious to assume that, like the feminist movement, ordinary women, who were the
recipients of sexual antagonism in their daily lives, could or would ignore its effects. Many
women experienced sexual antagonism between the wars. This may well have been a
reflection of masculinity in crisis. But were women, as Kent implies, content to incur losses
and be swamped by the power of categorisation? Certainly it seems that some were. One of

the subjects of this study declared,

A mén was brought intae this world to be the breadwinner. No wife unless it's
necessary should be out working. She should be at home attending tae him and the
children. 8

In a period of flux, which generated the potential for greater economic, social andipolitical
freedom for females, what factors congealed to influence inter-war women to embrace this
apparently subordinate identity? Were these influences orchestrated, fixed and impregnable,
and, if women did subjectify this vision of womanhood, did it guarantee subordination? These
are questions about power and identity. They are also the central questions which this thesis
will address by investigating the impact of the dominant gender discourses alongside the
extra-discursive realities of working-class women's lives on Clydeside between the wars. It will
do so by adopting Riley's hypothesis to highlight how many working-class women from this
region did respond to sexual antagonism between the wars by using an ‘assertion of the
feminine’ as a 'political tactic'. ® These women did so in the political arena, the workplace,

their neighbourhoods and in their personal relations with men, and in doing so they behaved

S Interview with author, Mrs GE, bom 1907 Gorbals, Glasgow.

d This idea is based on the feminist debates in M. Barrett and A. Phillips, 'Introduction’, M. Barrett and A. Phillips, [eds.],
Destabilising Theory Contemporary Feminist Debates, Cambridge, 1992, pp.1-9. See also N. Charles, 'Feminist
Practices’, N. Charles & F. Hughes-Free, [eds.], Fractising Feminism, Identity Difference Power, London, 1996, pp.1-

22.



In ways identifiable, if not identified, as ‘a rough kind of feminism'. They were feminists in the
respect that, 'a feminist is a woman who does not allow anyone to think in her place'. 10

Clydeside women did not regard themselves as feminists. Most of these women did not
[dentify themselves as having shared the aims and ideals of the formal feminist movement.
Many women would have been affected by the 'negative threatening connotations' associated
with feminism and feminists between the wars.'! Nor were Clydeside's working-class women
necessarily regarded as a potential constituency by the women's movement of this region. In
actual fact, they continued to be largely neglected by the feminists of the locality, more so
perhaps than was often the case in other regions of Britain. However, while the women of
Clydeside’'s working classes were not feminists, and were ignored as a political constituency
by the Clydeside feminist movement, many did, none the less, act in a feminist manner. This
form of feminist behaviour was a 'politics of everyday life'. Savage and Miles maintain that, the
routines of people's daily existence involve political choices, strategies and decisiong'. Thus,
‘personal relationships between husbands and wives . . . can be political as can the business
of organising and participating in non-political activities'.'? Hannam also notes that, 'it is
through an understanding of the complex inter-relationship between different forms of politics
that the process by which women became politicised' and the choices that they made become
evident.?® This cbmplex inter-relationship between different forms of working class feminist
behaviour will form the body of this work.

In recent years feminism and the women's movement has been re-appraised and this re-
evaluation has demonstrated the diversity of participants, as well as their aims, objectives and
strategies, which fused to cumulatively make up the first wave of feminism. Increasingly it is

acknowledged that the broad divisions in ideclogy between those who sought ‘equal rights' for

e

10 Michele Le Doeuff as quoted in, S. Kemp & J. Squires, 'Epistemologies Introduction’, S. Kemp & J. Squires, [eds.],
Feminisms, Oxford, 1997, p.142. .
11 See K. Borland, ' " That's Not What | Said" : | nterpretative Conflict in Oral Narrative Research', S. Berger Gluck & D.
Patai, [eds.], Women's Words The Feminist Practice of Oral History, London, 1991, p.71. Having interviewed and then
identified her grandmother as a feminist, Borland was to discover that it was the connotations associated with feminism
v.g\ich was partly responsible for the rejection of this identity.
13 As quoted by J. Hannam, 'Women and Politics', J. Purvis, [ed.], Women's History , pp.217-218.

bid., p.218.
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women and those who demanded 'special protection’ for women, at this time, were not rigid.
Offen identifies these two distinct historical traditions within feminism . two modes of
argument which were not always analytically distinct'. These modes of feminism she labels
individualistic' and 'relational’. Individualistic feminism, or, as it is also labelled 'equal rights’
and 'old feminism' constituted demands for equality for women with men regardiess of sexual
difference. 'Relational' feminism, or as it is often referred to 'new' or 'welfare feminism,
increasingly usurped individualistic feminism between the wars. Yet, according to Offen it
continued to co-exist and compete with relational feminism, a feminism which emphasised the
'womanliness of women'. This form of feminism proposed a 'gender based but egalitarian
vision of society’. Relational feminism featured 'a companionate, non-hierarchical, male-
female couple as the basic unit of society and insisted on women's distinctive biological
contribution to society’, making demands for equality based on this. Relational feminism,
Offen asserts, represented, in terms of time, place and ideology, 'the dominant‘form of
feminist thought throughout Europe’.'* Cott also emphasises how both ideals depended upon
some level of ‘conceptualisation of sexual "difference” to generate identification with the group
‘women"'. Thus, the main divisions amongst feminists between the wars stemmed from 'their
priorities for social justice and social change', and from the diverging 'political and class
loyalties' of feminists, although they were also determined by fhe particular views on ‘women's
nature and purpose' held by feminists at this time. However, she also highlights that these
divisions were not the primary cause of the fragmentation of the feminist movement, stressing
that, 'it would be a mistake to expect that women's interests are "normally” a unity’. "Coalition
building and common-ground sharing amongst women of different needs and politics’ should
not be regarded as "ordinary”, the norm’ because, 'as much as women have a common cause
in gender issues, they are differentiated by political, cultural and sexual loyalties and by racial,
class and ethnic identities which informs their experiences of gender itself'. In_ this context

feminist mobilisation is difficult unless their is a ‘predisposing ground for coalition'.'> However,

14 Offen, 'Defining Feminism : A Comparative Historical Approach’, Signs, No1, Vol.14, 1988, pp.119-157.
15N, Cott, 'Feminist Theory and Feminist Movements', J. Mitchell & A. Oakley, [eds.], What is Feminism, Oxford, 1986,
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this fails to explain why 'feminists avoided and feared to acknowledge sexual antagonism'
Sexual antagonism could have been a potential ‘predisposing ground for coalition’, one which
would have provided the means by which feminists could identify ‘'women's socially
constructed "difference” from men', whilst still acknowledging the 'multifaceted entity,
'women" ', which Cott argues is an essential to any joint consciousness of women and the
endurance of the feminist movement.’® In fact, this thesis intends to highlight the ways in
which sexual antagonism did act as a 'predisposing ground for coalition' for many working-
class women between the wars on Clydeside allowing them to act in feminist ways.

Feminism takes, and has always taken, many forms. Contemporary feminists have
identified this and the existence of a 'popular feminism', 'which does not name itself feminist'.
It is a feminism which ‘is found in the everyday' activities of women'.1” Nor is there any reason
to assume that popular feminism is a present day manifestation. In fact, because of the
multiform nature of feminism Delmar stresses that the terms feminist and feminism negd to be
challenged because 'they are obstacles to an understanding of feminism in its diversity, in its
differences, and in its specificity’. She has shown how these terms are associated with
anything from 'codes of dress, looks and behaviour' to a perception of feminism as 'an active
desire to change women's position in society’. More frequently, feminism and the women's
movement have been assumed to be coterminous'. '8 Delmar, maintains that this kind of over-
definition of feminism as an activity creates problems by 'disguising the ideas, aims and
successes of feminist women'.*® This is true of the women who behaved in what will be
described in this study as a rough kind of feminism,' but it is also true of the inter-war
feminists' of the Clydeside women's movement, whose ‘feminist' ideas, aims and successes

must be analysed in light of the particular class relations of the region.

q 54-60.
Ibid., pp.59-60.
g, Kemp & J. Squires, 'Introduction’, S. Kemp & J. Squires, [eds.], Feminisms, p.5.
18 R. Delmar, 'What is Feminism?, J. Mitchell & A. Qakley, [eds.], What is Feminism, pp.8-9, and p.13.
191bid., pp.23-24.




Class has been, and to some extent continues to be, regarded as having been an
impediment to feminist unity in twentieth-century Britain. As an obstacle, it is presented in the
form of working-class women's apathy to feminism. Where working-class women do feature,
they tend to be depicted by historians studying feminism as the victims, or at best the

beneficiaries of, middle-class feminist concerns.?% The alternative picture is one of the

adversity created by the 'male dominance of the labour movement', who 'retained an abiding
suspicion of all women's organisations as inherently middle class and divisive'.2! For the
Clydeside region, Cairns argues that feminist organisations were hostile to the labour
movement because of the latter's demonstration of 'patriarchy'.22 Impiicitly and explicitly a
number of feminists histories of the labour movement also point in this direction. Hunt's
analysis of the Social Democratic Federation, [SDF}], whilst acknowledging the ways in which
feminist thought and behaviour was accommodated within the party, nevertheless argues that
the SDF, like other parties in the Second International viewed feminism as a movgment to
benefit bourgeois women. Thus for most SDFers feminism was a movement that had to be
opposed because it could divide the working class.23 Alberti is more direct. She states that,
'women's involvement in Labour politics helped strain feminist solidarity in the 1920s . . . and
encouraged the leadership of the party to be hostile to feminists'.2 Hannam concurs. it
seems, 'class issues remained more central than the question of women's emancipation’ to
the labour movement, and this, ‘'hampered collaboration with single-sex feminist groups'.45
What is significant about these interpretations of the class divisions which developed in the

ate-nineteenth and early-twentieth century between the labour movement and feminist

organisations is, that whilst many feminist historians identify class as gendered, they tend to

20See for example, J. Lewis, Women in England 1870-7950, Sussex, 1984, pp. 90-97. For a criticism of this approach
See, N. Charles, 'Feminist Practices’, N. Charies & F. Hughes-Freeland, [eds.], Practising Feminism, p.2.
M. Pugh, Women and the Women's Movement in Britain, 2nd ed., London, 2000, p.134. See also P. Graves, 'An
Expen‘ment in Women-Centred Socialism', H. Gruber, & P.Graves, [eds.], Women And Socialism, Oxtford, 1998, p.200.
2" p.Caims, 'Women and the Clydeside labour movement' University of Strathclyde, M.Phil. Thesis, 1996, pp.116-
3

K. Hu nt, £quivocal Feminists The Social Democratic Federation and the women question 1884-1911, Cambridge,
96, pp.5-53.
%5 As quoted in J. Hannam, ‘Women and Politics', J. Purvis, [ed.], Women's History, p.238.
bid.
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neglect the possibility that divisive class relations on both sides did indeed strain the potential
for unity between both movements. Thus studies tend to focus solely on the male-dominated
labour movement and by association on the working classes when addressing divisions
between the two bodies. This in turn neglects the class loyalties of the majority of feminists
who were mainly middle class, and creates a one-dimensional analysis of the relationship
between the labour movement and feminist organisations. Confronting that approach, this
thesis wili highlight how the problems created by class loyalties, class relations and political
allegiances led to differences in ideas, aims and strategies between feminists. In particular it
will look at the relationship between the labour movement and the Glasgow and West of
Scotland Suffrage Society. Class as an impediment to feminist unity was not solely the
preserve of a male-dominated labour movement. Many feminists on Clydeside were indeed
bourgeols, even to the extent that a rough kind of feminism' amongst working-class women
was more representative of feminism as it is generally understood than many of the concems
of the self-proclaimed 'feminists’ of the Clyde's formal feminist organisations.

Contemporary feminists, spurred by the growing awareness of women's fragmented
identities and the instability of the category 'women' itself, have sought ways in which to
overcome, or at least accommodate differences. Offen, suggests that relational forms of
feminism, by honouring women's own interpretation of 'difference’ in its manifest complexity,
offers a key to over-coming contemporary resistance to feminism.2¢ By contrast, like Cott,
Scott maintains that, 'equality is not the elimination of difference and difference does not
preclude equality'.2” Whilst accepting this premise it must be qualified : any investigation of
the differences amongst women which continue to stereotype working-class women as
apathetic to any forms of feminism or feminist behaviour is unlikely to honour women's own
interpretation of difference. In actual fact, such studies contribute to working-class women's

disavowal _of, or resistance to feminism by shoring up the misperception that feminism has

26 Offen, 'Defining Feminism', Signs, 1988, pp.113-157.
27J. Scott as quoted by M. Barrett and A. Phillips, ‘Introduction’, M. Barrett and A. Phillips, [eds.], Destabilising Theory,
p.8 and N. Cott, 'Feminist Theory', J. Mitchell & A. Oakley, [eds.], What is Ferminism, pp.54-60.
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had no value for working-class women. To search for the ways in which women differ from
each other in their commitment to feminism in terms of class and how these differences might
be transcended or accommodated requires an understanding of the historical and cultural
forces which shaped those differences and the impact of class in the shaping of these forces.
These have included the feminist movement's relative neglect of issues which appeal directly
to the everyday lives of working-class women, as well as their neglect of these women as a
potential constituency. Likewise, they include the ways in which feminists have attempted to
secure demands which adversely impact on the lives of women from the working classes.
This, as chapter three will highlight, was a situation which occurred between the wars on
Clydeside. However, of equal significance are the ways in which working-class women,
excepting some socialist women and a few exceptional individuals, were, and to some extent
continue to be, portrayed by feminists and feminist historians as unresponsive to feminist
activity in any sense. This Is exacerbated when it is done without regard to how a 'feminist'
agenda may have been detrimental to the interests of many working-class women. Thus there
may seem to be few historical precedents for working class feminism or how working-class
women might respond to their gender oppression in a feminist manner. However, if the
actions of inter-war working-class women were in any sense compatible with a definition of
feminism, and particularly if this was-a response to sexual antagonism, then the re-evaluation
of feminism itself needs to e re-appraised. This is critical in the light of Kingsley Kent's
assertions regarding the effects of masculinity in crisis and its capacity not only to inhibit but
to actually undermine women's progress.

Clydeside, in West Central Scotland, is a region where the myth of the existence of an
extremely misogynist culture, has, and continues to prevail.28 As a locality, Clydeside
encompassed soclal locations in which ‘the historical, geographical, cultural and imaginative

boundaries constituted the politics of location and provided the ground for political definition

28 gee for example, S. Hills and B. Littlewood as quoted in E. Breitenbach, A. Brown & F. Myres, ‘Understanding
Women in Scotland', Feminist Review, No.58, Spring 1998, pp.45-46.
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and self-definition'.2% It also shared an occupational structure in which heavy industry
predominated and where employment opportunities for women were marginal at best.

On Clydeside male insecurity stemming from masculinity in crisis was possibly heightened,
at least until rearmament in 1936, by economic conditions particular, but not exclusive, to the
region. In this respect the inter-war Clyde proves a crucial locality in terms of space and time,
to test the hypothesis that behaviour identifiable as feminist, even if the participants did not
acknowledge it as such, might well have been a response to extreme sexual antagonism,
possibly brought about by masculinity in crisis.

If, moreover, masculinity in crisis is to be measured, as it is today, by the level of crime and
violence, cultural dislocation, depression, suicide and the disintegration of the family, then
men from the west of Scotland might well have experienced such a crisis between the wars.
On Clydeside, as will become evident, crime and violence, especially domestic violence, were
extremely intense. This was a feature of everyday life. Furthermore, it was also widely
propagated by the clergy and the state that a relative disintegration of the family was taking
place at this time. The changing nature of work, housing tenure and leisure pursuits in
combination with unprecedented high levels of unemployment and the reinvention of
traditional gender identities also held the potential to cause cultural dislocation and undermine
men's sense of masculinity. Men might well have had to question 'their natures théir identities,
their roles in society'. Scotland also had the highest relative population in her mental hospitals
in Europe, except Portugal,®® suggesting that high levels of depression and mental anxiety
may well have permeated this region. Thus the conditions indicating masculinity in crisis
potentially existed on the Clyde.

It is also significant to note that a dearth of gender studies relating to Scotland continues to
be manifestly evident. Bntish gender historiography has done little to alleviate this situation

regardless of the impact of identity studies and thereby the heightened awareness of the

23 As defined by C. Talpade Mohanty, 'Feminist Encounters Locating The Politics of Experience’, in M. Barrett & A.
PBlrlhps leds.], Destabilising Theory, pT4
Labour Women, 15th September 1947,
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need to seek out women's diverse experiences. This is partly a product of the way in which
British historiography can often mean in reality English historiography. Breitenbach, Brown
and Myres argue that, 'the frequent confusion of British with English serves to obscure the
Scottish experience'.3! Where this is not the case the primary focus and the principal sources
used by historians tend to neglect peripheries such as Scotland. Purvis acknowledges this.
She includes five texts in her bibliography for consultation regarding Scottish women's
experiences. Three were either written by, or edited by Eleanor Gordon.32 Quoting T.C.Smout
who called this neglect, ‘a historiographical disgrace’, Rendall argues that 'the study of gender

relations, should not focus only on England'. She maintains that,

Very rich source material exists from which the history of women in Scotland might be
written, yet the conservatism of academic establishments has meant that such
materials are in the main left to be exploited by those with few resources, outside the
institutions of higher education. For those working in such areas the process of
recovery, of making visible, is still of vital political importance in all attempts to
challenge a masculine establishment.3:

Thus this thesis, although making comparisons with other regions of Britain, will explore the
impact of sexual antagonism and the possibility that this reflected masculinity in crisis in a
Scottish context. It will do so by looking at Clydeside, where, because it is regarded as having
had a relatively misogynist male culture, theoretically at least, the impact of sexual
antagonism might well have been greater.

In terms of class identity, inter-war Clydeside's working-class women are also of particular
interest. Clydeside was a highly-populated region between the wars with a distinctly working-
class constituency. This constituency was perceived to have been extremely conscious of

their class position, at least between 1910-1922, a consciousness which apparently resulted

31 £ Breitenbach, A. Brown & F. Myres, 'Understanding Women in Scotland', Feminist Review, pp.44-65. See also, J.
Stevenson, ‘Writing Scotland's History in the Twentieth Century : Thoughts from across the Border, 7he Scottish
Hystorical Review, Vol. LXXVI, No.201, Apnil 1997, pp.103-114
32 J. Purvis, 'From "women worthies" to poststructuralism? Debates and controversy in women's history', in J. Purvis,
|39d.], Women's History, pp.14 and 20.

3J. Rendall, 'Uneven development : women's history, feminist history and gender history in Great Britain', K. Offen, R.
Roach Pierson & J. Rendall, [eds.], Writing Women's History, London, 1991, p.57. See also, S. Hills and B. Littlewood
as quoted in E. Breitenbach, A. Brown & F. Myres, 'Understanding Women in Scotland', Feminist Review, pp.45-46.
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in extreme militancy. The conflict has been at the centre of a debate over its 'revolutionary’
potential. Whether it was in any sense revolutionary, this militancy did contribute, by 1922, to
a significant Independent Labour Party [ILP] presence in the region. Throughout the inter-war
period, unlike in the rest of Britain, the ILP was the most representative political force on the
Clyde. It has been argued of the ILP, that it was more 'women-friendly’, and that it considered
the 'women question’ much more than other political or socialist organisations. The women of
the region were also, at least hypothetically, represented by their own branch of the Glasgow
and the West of Scotland Suffrage Society, whilst the Co-operative Women's Guild was a
significant force on Clydeside. The Guild has been presented as a relatively autonomous and
effective female-centred body at least for the period before the First World War. Thus it would
seem that Clydeside women had a number of representative bodies from which to express
and attain their political demands between the wars. Yet increasingly feminist labour
historians have challenged the perception of the ILP as a women-friendly party for the period
prior to 1919,34 especially the Glasgow ILP.3 Likewise, the aims, objectives and strategies of
the Co-operative Women's Guild have come under greater and less complimentary scrutiny
for the period between the wars.3¢ Furthermore, the Glasgow and West of Scotland Suffrage
Society had disbanded by the 1930s in this region. Did this ensure that women had no
representation on Clydeside? In chapter three, by looking at women's experiences within, and
their attitudes towards the ILP, the Co-operative Women's Guild and the feminist movement,
as well as at the ILP's relationship with the Glasgow and West of Scotland Suffrage Society,

this thesis intends to explore this question. It will do so whilst acknowledging Giles' critique

that,

The tensions between the interests of gender and class in middie-class women's
relations with their working-class counterparts, and in the identities available to poor

o — el e —— —

34 See for example K. Hunt, Equivocal Feminists, p.15 and J. Hannam, 'Women and Politics', J. Purvis [ed.], Women's
History , pp.217-243.
39 See J. Hannam, ' * In the Comradeship of the Sexes Lies Hope of Progress and Social Regeneration” : Women in
ghe West Riding ILP, 1890-1914, J. Rendall, [ed.], £qual or Different, Oxford, 1987, pp. 214-238.

b G, Scott, Feminism And The Politics of Working Women The Women's Co-operative Guild 1880 To The Second
World War, London, 1998.
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women, often reveals complete lack of knowledge of the day to day realities of
working-class life . .. 37

Thus, while some were,

.. . genuinely concemed about working-class women, middle-class women tended
nevertheless to encourage working-class women to adopt what they perceived as the

normative behaviours of middle-class life while maintaining distance to sustain their
own class interests.38

This will not only subvert the approach of Clydeside's labour historians who have relatively
neglected the experiences of women in the region due to a fixation on 'male centred terms of
reference’, but it will highlight the relationship between the gendered nature of class, class
relations and forms of feminism.

Coote and Patulio suggest that women were, and continue to be, reluctant to participate in
formal politics or political activity. They believe that this is a product of a perception amongst
women that ‘politics is something out there, an intimidating, uncomfortable place where
language is unintelligible and no one speaks to you, at least about anything familiar'. They
also argue that women's apparent lack of political interest and activity has been seen as
indicators of political inadequacy'because women are compared against a male norm'. They
state, 'the assumed normalcy of men’ has become a benchmark for desirable political
behaviour. They concur with the view that, this fails to question whether the political
behaviour of men was normal and it fails to consider the political behaviour of women in their
own right’. Coote and Patullo stress that women have different political priorities from men,
but that it is in the nature of the dominant political culture to ignore what came to be [abelled
women's issues. This they contend is 'an argument at the core of the slur about women's
incompetent citizenship'.3? It was certainly one used between the wars against Clydeside
women. It is also tacitly reflected in the historiography of Red Clydeside and replicated in the

depictions of the apparent passivity of women between the wars. Thus it prevails that no

3. Giles, Women, Identity and Private Lite in Britain 1900-1950, London, 1995, pp.114-115.

38 hid. -
394 Coote and P. Patullo, Power and Prejudice Women and Polifics, London, 1990, p.28.
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legend is as strong in the history of the Scottish Labour Movement as that of Red Clydeside.
The period from 1910 until around the 'General Strike’ of 1926 has a privileged position in that
history, representing the supposed high point of radical class politics in Scotland. Equally
privileged in that history is the place of the radical labour men. The story is one conventionally
told with a magnifying glass upon male members of the Glasgow working classes. The
decline or failure of Red Clydeside is also a story in which men are traditionally privileged.
Clydeside men have been immortalised for their wartime radicalism in Gallacher's Revolf
On The Clyde® This was followed by a wealth of historiography analysing the 'Red Clyde'.
From this historiography it is clear that between 1910-1926 working men on Clydeside were
involved in fierce unrest in the industrial and political spheres, inspired by economic, social
and political catalysts. Clydeside men engaged in numerous strikes, the most significant being
the forty-hour strike of 1919, which resulted in a military presence being sent to George
Square, Glasgow. The militancy was assisted, moreover, by networks of leadership, whom it
seems were primarily male. It was also apparently conciliated by co-operation among trade
unionists, and the Clyde Worker's Committee [CWC] - again males. These groups were co-
ordinated by the ILP - the majority of whose members were men. Seemingly, maie workers
and their leaders opposed an incompetent and often 'repressive’ state. Equally, Clydeside
men were involved in 'Hands off Russia campaigns' and thereafter they helped send a
substantial number of Labour MPs to Parliament in 1922. Lip service is paid to Clydeside
women's contribution, but the literature principally magnifies the experiences of their male
counterparts.4! The same is true of the 1926 'General Strike' on Clydeside.*? Similarly, studies
of the consequences of the subsequent depression and structural unemployment primarily

focus upon the experiences of men. Themes range from the 'rehabilitation of labour and

40 W Gallacher, Revolt On The Clyde, London, 1936. See also H.McShane and J.Smith, Harmry McShane No Mean
Féyhfef; Great Britain, 1978.
4 Exceptions include, J. Melling, 'The Glasgow Rent Strike and Clydeside Labour - some probiems of interpretation’
Scottish Labour History Society Journal, No.13, 1979, pp.39-44 and J.McHugh, 'The Clyde Rent Stnke 1918', Scottish
ﬁgbour History Sociely Journal, No.12 1978, pp.50-63.

|.MacDougall, 'Some Aspects of the General Strike in Scotland', |. MacDougall, [ed.], £ssays in Scottish Labour
History . a tribute to W.H. Marwick, Edinburgh, 1978, pp.170-206. |
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working-class alienation',*3 to the imagery of the 'hungry thirties' and the effect of
unempioyment upon a male work-force. The contrast is a concentration on the potential for
informal forms of resistance such as work to rule, sabotage and restrictive practices among
male workers,# or the idea that having failed to moderate capitalism at the point of production
men turned to the political arena and the Labour Party to effect change. Thus, it seems that
consciousness was born of men's struggles'.

Not only is the extension of the franchise in 1918 and again in 1928, which extended the
vote to females, generally ignored, but so too is the participation of women in formal and
informal workplace and corﬁmunity struggles. The historiography relating to Clydeside women
tends to focus on an elite of female activists, emphasising the rent strikes of 1915 in this
region as the apex of women's political activity, subservient to and an appendage of, a male-
centred framework. The contrast is the portrayal of women as politically apathetic housewives
embracing domesticity, and a largely middle-class feminist movement retarded becagse they
accepted separate spheres while demanding equality based on sexual difference and

hampered in their activities by the divisiveness caused by the male-dominance of the labour

movement.

Correspondingly, the demise or failure of Red Clydeside has been seen primarily as the
product of structural forces, and in particular, due to an adverse economic climate which
provided Clydeside employers with the potential to ‘rehabilitate’ labour. On Clydeside, the
post-war slump continued into the depression ; unemployment peaked at 30% in Glasgow in
1932. On the eve of the war 15% of Glaswegians were registered unemployed. The statistics
issued by Glasgow's Health and Welfare Department for the ordinary poor and able-bodied

unemployed in receipt of outdoor relief highlight the extent and severty of unemployment in

43 For a balanced interpretation which includes constraints to overt political action on the inter-war Clyde see : A.
Mclvor & H. Patterson, 'Combating the Left . Victimisation and Anti-Labour Activities on Clydeside 1900-1939', R.
Duncan & A. Mclvor, [eds.], Militant Workers Labour and Class Confiict on the Clyde 1900-1950 Essays in honour of
ﬁ?ﬂyMCS/Bﬂe, Edinburgh, 1992, pp.129-154.

See, J.Zeitlin & S.Tolliday, [eds.], 7he FPower To Manage? Employers and industrial relations in comparative -

historical perspective, London, 1991 and S. Wood, [ed.], 7he Degradation of Work? Skill, deskilling and the labour
process, London, 1982.
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the city. In November 1921 they paid out £84,362. By November 1925 there was an over-all
improvement when the amount paid out fell to £78,851, falling again by May 1929 to £66,462.
This respite was temporary. By May 1932 the level of relief payments had risen to £88,614,
rising again by May 1934 to £138,110. By May 1936 relief cost the city £150,981. It was not
until May 1940 that the cost of relief fell below the level reached in 1921. At this time it was
£73,750.4%5 These figures are more striking when consideration is taken of the inter-war
deflationary policies, the level of benefit cutbacks at this time and the legislative reforms of the
period which increased the number of people excluded from receipt of benefits.

This high level of unemployment apparently permitted Clydeside employers, noted for their
draconianism, to oust militants and increase their control over workers, workers who are
implicitly male. This analysis, however, reveals little about women's experiences of the
economic climate or fundamentally how, as a result of these structural forces, men's political

Identity negatively influenced gender relations in the region. This is an oversight which this

thesis intends to rectify.

it was not merely structural forces which impacted upon gender relations on Clydeside.
After World War | rhetorically, through discourse, attempts were made to 'strike back at
women' throughout Britain. Thus a social construction of the category 'women' was
disseminated in the poét-war years with the intent of producing an identity amongst women
which would be acted upon and perceived as normative behaviour. This discourse, the rules
and customs which were orchestrated to give meaning to the category 'women', was a
reconstruction of the traditional vision of womanhood. It sought to re-situate females in the
private sphere’, as 'progenitors of the perfect race’, and respectable Christian wives. A
response to the socio-economic and political ruptures in society produced by war, masculinity

in crisis and the pre-war potential of feminist groups, this characterisation was intended to

M Keating, 7he City That Refused To Die Glasgow : the politics of urban regeneration, Aberdeen, 1998, p.6 and,
Statistical Appendix, Poor Law And Public Assistance Ordinary Poor And Able-Bodied Unemployment In Receipt Of
Outdoor Relief, 1921 to 1948, Source Health and Welfare Department, Section 4,Table 156, in J. Cunnison, &
J.B.Gilfillan, [eds.], 7/ird Statistical Account of Glasgow, Glasgow, [1958], p.951.
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limit women's demands for self-legitimisation. It was also supposed to inhibit access to
resources and to the channels of opportunity opening to women which would have been
Inconsistent with this vision of womanhood. In as much as these opportunities existed, and to
moderate resistance, concessions had to be conceded if women were to embrace this identity
and act upon it. The compromises offered were enshrined in the elevation of women's roles
as wives and mothers and the construction of a 'new man'. The new man was expected to
love and respect his partner, whilst supposedly accepting that the different roles of the sexes,
although different should be regarded as equal. Although this ideal might have provided
benefits for men and women of the working classes, it had to compete with the structural
forces affecting working-class life : the gender discourses of the inter-war period were largely
iIncompatible with the economic realities and the imaginative boundaries of many working-
class people's lives. In other words, 'social relations had a material existence and an extra-
discursive reality'.46

None the less, it will be shown how these discourses on sexuality had a tremendous
impact. It was not unusual for women on Clydeside to endeavour to identify with the idealised
woman of the inter-war years as a means of self-legitimisation and to enhance their resources
and thereby their access to power. This was not merely a response to the discursive
environment of the inter-war years. For many women on the Clydé the lure of housewifery
was a desire for economic security. Bourke, in her study of the changing nature of women's
economic roles in Ireland, has shown how the contraction of employment, a feature of the
inter-war Clyde, was a factor which impelled women to maximise their possible economic
contribution by focusing their energies on familial domestic work as a means of increasing
their bargaining power. By contrast, 'where paid opportunities were higher, few women

depended for their livelihood on the performance of un-waged domestic labour'.4” Yet, the

vl Barrett, 'Words and Things : Matenalism and Method in Contemporary Feminist Analysis,' M. Barrett & A. Phillips,
leds.}, Destabilising Theory, pp.201-219. See also N. Charles, 'Feminist Practices’, N. Charles & F. Hughes-Freeland,
Leds. |, Practising Feminism , p12.

ry Bourke, Husbandry To Housewitery Women, Economic Change and Housework in Ireland 1890-1914, Oxford,
1993, pp.201-206 and p.223.
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inter-war period for women with husbands in secure employment was also a period of
mproved opportunities. For some of these women the performance of housework could have
been perceived as 'a social virtue', enhanced by the domestic reforms of the period and the
discourses of social reformers. Bourke maintains that economic growth released capital for
investment in the household sector, including better housing, diet, standards of cleanliness
and child-care. Reformers, and in particular housing reformers, integrated ideals of
respectability into the design of housing, and for that matter in its allocation.

Whether women sought economic security, greater bargaining power or social status from
the performance of housewifery, in the west of Scotland, as in Ireland, these factors did not
alleviate the burden of housework. 'Housework does not decrease with technological
sophistication’. In fact it increases because of 'the enlarged number of household tasks and
the specialisation of the tasks undertaken'. This was exacerbated because the expectations
placed on women to be ‘good' housewives were also inflated. Improved standards ‘of living

and the 'material environment of the home', as such, affected not only housework, but also

housewives. %

While economic and discursive forces contributed to the idealisation of womanhood
embraced by many women between the wars many men were unable to aspire to the
dominant world view on masculinity. In turn, this could contribute to an already vulnerable
sense of masculinity amongst Clydeside men in the worlds of work, politics, neighbourhood,
play and the home, exacerbating sexual antagonism. Thus a scenario existed whereby sexual
antagonism might well have elicited a rough kind of feminism' on Clydeside.

Women nevertheless experienced sexual antagonism in diverse ways. Yet, in reality,
regardless of diversity, these experiences were, to some degree, shared in this region. Most

women were subject to discnmination in some form in the workplace and the political arena

because of their gender. The majority were open to the threat or the reality of male

dominance in the home and in their neighbourhoods. Hence this commonality of experience

48 |hid., pp.206-223.
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held the capacity to facilitate coalition and resistance because feelings were an important part
of knowing. Reagon looked at the obstacles for unity created by women's fragmented
identities and concluded that survival rather than shared oppression might provide the
grounds for coalition amongst women.#® Working-class women experienced the threat and
incidence of sexual antagonism and conflict in the spheres of work and politics and in their
marnages ; they also had to survive it, even when they did not fully understand why or how it
came about. These feelings thus facilitated convergence on specific issues by providing a
predisposed common ground for coalition-building'. This capacity for coalition building, which
Cott identified as 'the only political unity women have had or will have' because of their
fragmented identities, may, moreover, be partly a product of the social construction of gender
[dentities which permits women greater access to feelings which are a form of knowledge.
Chodorow has argued that the 'experience of mothering shapes the female psyche to the
extent that some level of "empathy" is built into women's definition of self'.3¢ Whilst Cljodorow
has modified her somewhat overly-deterministic hypothesis, it is true that women have had
privileged access to 'the realm of emotion'. Jagger demonstrates how, in modern western
cultures, 'emotion has been associated with the irrational, the physical, the natural, the
particular, the private and of course the feminine', often a synonym for female. Yet, the reaim
of emotion has also 'been considered potentially or actually subversive of knowledge'.>! Thus,
assertions of emotion can be regarded as subversive because by their nature they challenge
the masculine, the 'rational’, and 'dominant formulations of knowledge'. Jagger, maintains, it
is necessary to rethink the relationship between emotion and knowledge because emotion
has been historically and culturally associated with the irrational and the feminine and this has
served to legitimate the silencing of those deemed irrational, especially women'. She also

argues that emotion, whether defined as 'gut level awareness', intuition, or labelled 'empathy’,

il

49 Bemice Johnstone Reagon, as quoted in C. Talpade Monhanty, Locating the Politics of Experience’, M. Barrett & A.
PBillips, leds.], Destabilising Theory, p. 84.

90 N. Chodorow, 'Feminism and Psychoanalytic Theory', in S.Kemp & J.Squires, [eds.], Feminisms, pp.179-188.

o1p Jagger, 'Love and Knowledge : Emotion in Feminist Epistemology’, in S. Kemp & J. Squires, [eds.], Feminisms,
pp.188-193.
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precedes consciousness and offers a medium to facilitate 'subversive observations that
challenge dominant conceptions of the status quo'. >4 In this sense the expression of emotion
can be a form of self-legitimisation and an assertion of the feminine which is a political tactic.
The feelings which emerged from the experiences of sexual antagonism on Clydeside were
an important part of knowing. These feelings contributed to the feminist behaviour of
Clydeside women. This was not a formal feminism. It was distinct, however, from a women's
consciousness and survival strategies although, as will be shown, it did converge and at times
was accommodated by the latter. Berger Gluck identifies a 'women's consciousness, as
women conscious of themselves as a group ; aware of their own power and that of the
collectivity, all of which is defined by their traditional roles'. She contrasts this with 'a
consciousness about their own oppression which is a feminist consciousness'. 33 This is
simplistic. Where women used collective power and exploited their traditional roles to
challenge gender oppression - when they used an 'assertion of the feminine as a‘political
tactic' - then the divide between a women's consciousness and feminist behaviour becomes
blurred. Moreover, ‘in certain circumstances and for very good reasons women choose
oppression in preference to liberation because of the advantages associated with it'.54 They
may do so to gain access to resources which determine levels of power and which, according
to Witz, have been 'systematically structured to give men advantages over women and to
enable men to exclude women from avenues of power'.3> Thus, where working-class women,
individually or as a collective group, adopted survival strategies or used a women's
consciousness to challenge male domination of resources, physical or psychological, or as a
means of self-legitimisation, then they were in fact behaving in a feminist manner, even if they
did not do so consciously. They were challenging the power of men and society to determine

their identity. It is in this respect that an acceptance and identification by women with the

92ihig.

3, Berger Gluck, ' Advocacy Oral History :Palestinian Women in Resistance’, S. Berger Gluck & D. Patai, [eds.],
Women's Words, p.218.

94N. Charles, 'Feminist Practices’, N. Charles & F. Hughes-Freeland, [eds.), Practising Feminism, p.23.

2 A Witz as quoted by N Charles, 'Feminist Practices', N. Charles & F. Hughes-Freeland, [eds.], Practising Feminism,
D.23.
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dominant gender discourses of the inter-war years need not have negated forms of feminism
or feminist behaviour by them. In fact, an endorsement of these discourses was used by
women between the wars not merely as a medium to enhance women's claims to citizenship
and the material benefits which such citizenship could confer, but to challenge male
behaviour and men's access to power and resources. Moreover, this was a form of
assertiveness, self-determination and a medium to increase women's bargaining power.

Not all women behaved in this manner. Women were not united against male privilege and
power Iin the same ways and to the same degree. Some women on Clydeside used this
assertion of the feminine' for other benefits. These benefits included status within the locality
and, status in terms of class. Thus an 'assertion of the feminine’, as will be shown in chapter
four, could be as equally divisive for working-class women as it was for their 'sisters' in the
feminist movement.

Women were active agents in the construction of their identities and gender rglations.
These gender relations, 'based on perceived differences between the sexes signified
relationships of power in which women were subordinate’, a subordination however,
'maintained against resistance'.% Yet, resistance there was. This work will highlight how an
assertion of the feminine was used by working-class women as a political tactic for a multitude
of different gains within the working-class néighbourhoods which formed Clydeside. In these
localities, working-class women often shared, although not in identical ways, experiences
which provided a foundation for an understanding of their shared oppression.3” Clydeside
women often had to endure the effects of their class position and gender oppression. Thus
there was a need to survive, a need potentially heightened between the wars. This no doubt

enhanced the basis for coalition between many women on the Clyde.
The dominant gender discourse which offered a model of womanhood and which working-

class women on Clydeside exploited to gain meduims of power was defined through the

e

96 . Gordon, 'A Response to Scott, Signs, Vol. 16, No.1, 1990, p.853.

97 C. Talpade Mohanty, 'Feminist Encounters Locating The Politics of Expenence’, M. Barrett and A. Phillips, [eds.],
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deals of 'respectability’ and Christianity. Quoting, a Dr Watson, who addressed a Mothers
Union Meeting, a para-religious organisation, the Glasgow Herald reported that, the ideal
homemaker was a glorified mother of the race, who became a 'good capable housewife and
mother' when, 'her house became a home'. In the home, women were expected to ensure,
that, 'there would be cleanliness, fresh air, order, thrift, refinement, and behind all that true
religious and Christian devotion. They must co-operate with God when building their homes or
they would build in vain'%® Here the overlaps between the discourses of the medical
profession, the clergy, para-religious institutions and the media, which decided what was
news worthy, are represented as one. This was used to entice females, regardless of any
constraints, to perceive a woman's world as revolving around motherhood and the private
sphere.

Attempts by the state, state agencies, the media, the clergy, para-religious organisations
and many male-dominated institutions to determine women's behaviour were a response to
the force of the pre-war feminist agenda and the liberating political, social, sexual and
economic impact of World War |, and masculinity in crisis. Thus the traditional demonised
model of the poor wife and mother, the 'slattern’, was expanded between the wars to embrace
the potentially liberated and single female. Women were either depicted as 'the future wives
and mothers of tomorrow', or spinsters, lesbians, ' frigid wives' and ‘flappers’. These modelé of
womanhood were caricatured and denigrated as 'a danger to men, society and civilisation',>?
or depicted as so self-absorbed that they would only, 'make a good mother', when 'someone
invented a combination cocktail-shaker and a cradle-rocker'.®® So potent were such
denunciations that Ellen Wilkinson, a Labour activist, lamented in the Glasgow Herald in
1927, 'l do wish someone would invent a few new arguments to stop the political progress of

women'. 51 They did not. These were applied with force to the newly enfranchised flappers' in

98 An address to the Scottish Mothers' Union, by Dr Watson, Glasgow Herald, 1st February 1928.

3, Jeffreys, 'Sex-reform and anti-feminism in the 1920s', London Feminist Group, [eds.], The Sexual Dynamics of
/-gsto/y Men's power, women's resistance, London, 1983, pp.177-202.

6 Govan Press, 29th November 1929.
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1929, whom, it seems, only, 'turned out in strength to the polls - mainly it was feared, to see
what voting was like'. 62

Although this world view was embraced by a multiplicity of institutions and organisations
for different purposes, and whilst such endeavours naturally had an impact on the formation
of working-class women's identity on Clydeside, this discourse on womanhood did not
necessarily ensure passivity or apathy. Scott highlights, 'experience is neither self evident nor
straightforward ; it is always contested, always therefore political'. 63 In fact, where power
exists so too does resistance, and women's resistance between the wars took a multiplicity of
forms, overt and covert. Therefore, to assume that because inter-war women seemed to
accept the idealisation of womanhood being disseminated, that they then were completely
subordinate to men, ignores women's agency, neglects their experiences and, more
importantly, fails to consider whether that experience was in any way feminist. This is not to
romanticise working-class women's experiences. They continued to face oppressipn both
because they were women and because of their class position, but it is to highlight that the
oppression these women were subject to was resisted in a variety of informal ways and
settings. This was distinct from the activities of the formal, mainly middle-class, feminism
movement and from the women of the socialist and labour movement, whose tactics
frequently mirrored those adopted and assumed normal by male standards. Yet, to ignore the
actions of working-class women because it does not fall within this criteria would exacerbate
already existing phallocentric discourses which make women such as those on Clydeside,
and their interests, virtually unrepresentative. In other words, by assuming that because the
feminist behaviour of working-class women was not ‘formal' and that it was therefore
somehow less worthy political behaviour, and to suggest that an assertion of the feminine is
not an important political tactic is to undermine women's political agency:.

Acts of self-legitimisation which challenged men's privilege and their advantaged access to

resources and power were forms of resistance adopted by Clydeside women in the

62 1id., 31st May 1929.
63 ). Scott, ‘Experience’, in J. Butler & W.J. Scott, [eds.], Feminists Theorise the Polltical, p.37.
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workplace, the political arena, the neighbourhood and the home. It was a form of resistance,
and therefore political by nature, and it also corresponded with the definition of politics as set
out by Murray and McKenzie. Between them they maintain that political behaviour involves
the 'employment of language . . . and a competitive exchange of symbols, through which
values are shared and assigned and coexistence attained'.%* It aiso entails, 'the cultivation of
shared interests, shared space and channels of communication'.65 Using these definitions this
study will highlight how, in the politics of everyday life', women frequently employed this form
of political behaviour. In this way many women enhanced their psychological and physical
resources and increased their power, If relatively. This would have done little to alleviate
men's sense of insecurity in the post-war years, where it existed.

Attempts to orchestrate self-definition, and thereby behaviour, were not limited to women.
Expectations were placed on males and this impinged upon the collective mentalities of
Clydeside men. Vovelle stresses that 'collective mentalities’, embedded in popular cqlture do
not necessarily move in line with economic and social change ; that they can blend tradition
with innovation, positive and negative, to create overlaps between continuities and change.®®
" Furthermore, he maintains that it is through popular culture that communities can adopt,
counter or moderate prevailing world views and thereby attempts to orchestrate behaviour

because popular culture,

... Iis the most complex . . . but strongest expression of resistance to change as a
process of acculturation imposed by elites . . . Such a culture can only be defined by
a corpus of beliefs which are buried and lie underground but which are capable of
re-emerging in unexpected forms . . . It contains a system of representations . . . all
of which constitute a series of defensive and subversive mechanisms fighting
against the mutilating and mystifying forces of acculturation. ©/

Male identity on Clydeside was equally complex, but relatively more institutionalised. It

could encompass the interaction of masculinity, religion, work and class awareness, as well

04 . Murray, as quoted in W.J.M. MacKenzie, Political ldentity, Manchester, 1978, p.111.
65 \.J.M. MacKenzie, Poiitical ldentity, pp.124-132.

06 M. Vovelle, /oeologies and Mentalities, Oxford, 1990, pp.164-172.

57 1bid., p.171.
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as aspects of work and community based popular culture. This culture often included public
houses, workingmen's clubs, trade-union solidarity and involvement in political organisations.
However, Clydeside experienced extreme levels of unemployment between the wars which
undermined the links between work and work-related expressions of male identity, posing a
significantly alienating threat with the potential to create or exacerbate masculine insecurity.

There were institutional avenues through which men might have responded to
unemployment and its menace. These included the activities of the Communist Party and the
National Unemployed Workers' Movement. Yet such responses tended to be embraced by
the minority rather than the majority.68 The alternative was to embark on informal resistance
at the point of production, but the severity of unemployment, resulting in a large pool of
surplus labour diminished this possibility, particularly when a closer and easily identifiable
scapegoat was on offer. This 'scapegoat’ was offered by a multitude of agencies. The
industrial wing of the labour movement actively pursued the Restoration of Pre-War Eractices
Act, the removal of women from night work and sought to exclude mothers, and married
women in general, from the work-place. More significantly, trade-union support for this
legislation, coinciding with their exclusionary policies gave the perception that women were a
threat to male employment. This was exacerbated because of the possible spread of
monopoly capitalism'between the wars. That ‘deskilling’ and standardisation had taken root in
the south of England was no secret to the male leadership of the labour movement on
Clydeside. Unemployment, and its threat, however, weakened the labour movement on
Clydeside, and eroded the potential of workers in their struggle over the frontier of control at
the point of production. The outcome of the 'General Strike' in 1926 demonstrated to workers
the reformist nature of their leaders and at the same time demoralised and disillusioned the
labour-force.

From 1919, however, it was the perpeption that female workers were the cause of men's

misery which gained currency. State policies reinforced these perceptions, particularly those

68 See for example, G.Rawlinson, "Mobilising the Unemployed : The National Unemployed Workers' Movement in the
West of Scotland’, R.Duncan & A.Mclvor, [eds.], Militant Workers, pp.176-197.
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aimed at returning women to their 'rightful employment' - ‘women's work," and especially
domestic service - signifying that women workers had penetrated traditional male domains of
employment. Similarly, the Anomalies Act, which barred married women from receiving
benefits, symbolised the idea that women should be dependants of their spouses. This was
also true of formal and informal marriage bars which were extended between the wars.
Furthermore, these ideas were reinforced by the media who embarked upon a major
campaign against the flappers’, implying that the emancipated woman was a reality. Together
these factors reinforced the idea that women were infiltrating male occupations. That this was
more myth than reality left working women with few viable responses, particularly as the
labour movement, and feminist organisations, rather than embracing a more egalitarian world
view, frequently contributed by their complicity. They too idealised housewifery, motherhood
and a ‘private sphere’ for women. Women were defined as 'wives or the wives of tomorrow'.
Male responses to the perception that women were usurping them were critical. Mgny men
resorted to misogyny in the workplace, the political arena and particularly in the community
where they exploited aspects of popular culture to entrench ‘masculine republics'.®® These
'masculine republics' enveloped the principal traditional male working-class leisure pursuits,
the cornerstones of male working-class life'. On Clydeside, as in Manchester, Liverpool and
London, these were mainly public houses, gambling and football'.70 Popular culture had the
potential to reinforce and symbolise male identity on Clydeside, more so during a period when
it was perceived by men that women were being liberated at the expense of masculinity.
Sexual antagonism thus became an everyday reality if not an everyday expenence for many
working-class women of Clydeside regardless of their identification as the moral guardians of

family and locality. Such insecurity from men, however, may well indicate the level of women's

69 Masculine republics is a term used by Davies to define the public houses in Manchester between the wars, A.
Davies, 'Leisure in the "Classic Slum" ', A. Davies and S. Fielding, [eds.], Workers worlds Cuftures and communities in
Manchester and Salford, 1880-1939, Manchester 1992, p.107.

"0see for example ibid., pp.102-131. For Liverpool see, P. Ayers and J. Lambertz, 'Marriage relations, money and
domestic violence in working-class Liverpool 19193-39', J Lewis, (ed.], Labour and Love Women's Experience of Home
and Family Life 1850-1940, London, 1986, pp.195-210 and for London see E. Ross, ' "Fierce Questions and Taunts" :
Married Life in Working-Class London 1870-1914', Feminist Studiies 8, 1982, pp.590-591.
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progress. By implication then, Clydeside women were making progress in relation to men, or,
at the very least, men assumed that they were. This contributed to the catalysts which caused
antagonism and in tumn underpinned the operation of a 'rough kind of feminism’ on Clydeside.

Historians investigating the realities and experiences of everyday life during the inter-war
period have access to the recollections, collective mentalities and life experiences of working
people and this work is pnmanly an oral history of those experiences. There are many
problems associated with the use of oral history, not least that people encode to memory the
most significant aspects of their lives ; and that people's memories are re-contextualised and
re-evaluated throughout their lives. Yet Lummis maintains that such problems can be
overcome by confining oral history projects to specific localities and through methods of
triangulation.”? Hence although not unproblematic this methology can contribute immensely to
any analysis of 'the politics of everyday life', just as it can to the manifestations of the culture
and ideologies of a given locality and the signifiers for the symbolic arrangements of gvewday
life. In this sense, whilst conventional sources may provide a medium to elicit the ways In
which attempts were made to direct people's behaviour and determine their identities, it is
through the narratives of oral history that the level of subjectification or resistance, and the
forces which shaped the latter, become manifestly evident. This then holds the potential to
reveal the 'routines of people's daily existence which involved political choices, strategies and
decisions' - the politics of everyday life, which provide an ‘understanding of the complex inter-
relationship between the different forms of politics which politicised women'.72

It has also been argued of oral history that, 'the objective of the historian working with
personal testimony is to untangle the relationship between discourse and experience by
exploring the way in which subjects mediated or transformed discourses in specific historical
settings'.’3 Adding a corrective, Summerfield stresses that, 'subjectivities are rarely

constituted through a single unified dominant discourse so that they have different social

7T Lummis, Listening To History, London, 1987, pp.11-15 & pp.117-140.

72 J. Hannam, 'Women and Politics', J. Purvis, led.], Women's History, pp.217-218. Hannam did not suggest the use of
%al history to elicit such interconnectedness.

P. Summerfield, Reconstructing Women's Wartime Lives, Manchester, 1998, p.12.
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meanings for different social groups, and in particular men and women : different discourses
allow some opportunity for selection or rejection of the discursive understanding of
themselves and their society'. 7 Whilst these insights also inform this thesis it might be noted
that Summerfield's critique is time specific. She looks at women's experiences during and
after World War |, when the category ‘women' was destabilised offering females multiple and
contradictory world views on womanhood from which to identify. Between the wars, however,
the traditional female roles of housewifery, motherhood and household management were
embedded, although in a variety of ways, in the dominant gender discourse on womanhood
and In the contesting and multiple discourses available to inter-war women. Overlaps
amongst these constructions existed in the discourses of feminists and political activists
through to those disseminated by the state, the medical profession, the media, the clergy and
para-religious organisations. Thus, the narratives of working-class people will be used to
analyse the impact of the dominant gender ideals, not through deconstruction, but rgther by
presenting the past within the people of Clydeside's terms of reference. In this way | wilt
endeavour to demonstrate the links between language, the production of knowledge, cultural
representations and the material existence of working-class life between the wars and how
these interconnections gave rise to sexual antagonism which in turn stimulated behaviour
which was a 'rough kind of feminism'.

Summerfield has not only pointed out that 'the self that speaks’, the respondent, 'does so
from an identity drawn from multiple discourses’, she also highlights that the subject is aware
of the ideal construction of discourses and these factors impress upon the level of interiority,
the exposure of ‘inner-self rather than the 'social self.”> The interview process contributes to
this because 'the researcher has a salient place in the construction of the narrative and their

subjectivity becomes a necessary part of the study'. 7

74 \bid., pp.12-14.
73 |bid., pp.15-16.
76 Ipid., p.1.
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In my own interviews, through a process of 'admitting my own subjectivity’ and by
constructing a 'facilitating audience’, | believe | promoted a relatively high level of ‘composure’
and, subsequently exposure of the 'inner self. | had many positive forces working in my
favour. | am working-class and | made no attempt to disguise this from my informants. | did
not present myself as conventional academic. | was merely a working-class mature student
doing a study of the region. | have also resided in localities throughout Clydeside. | speak with
a Glaswegian accent and use the same dialectal constitutives as my interviewees.
Furthermore, as a mature student and mother, | shared the experience of parenthood with my
respondents as well as a relative understanding of their educational and occupational
backgrounds, the nuances and symbolism embedded in their language, and a herntage of
cultural values and collective mentalities. Thus | was in a position to conduct a 'non-
hierarchical' dialogue and promote the perception of commonality between myself and the
respondent.

The research project involved whole life interviews of seventy-five men and women from
localities across Clydeside. These people, born between 1885-1920, worked and resided in
the regions of Clydebank, Glasgow, Greenock, Lanarkshire, Port Glasgow and Paisley. Of
those interviewed 45 were selected to represent the gender, occupational, marital, religious
and political make-up of the constituencies which formed Clydeside between the wars. My
own interviews were augmented by transcripts from the William Gallacher Memorial Library,
the Old Paisley Society and the Workers' Educational Association.

The respondents were all residents or members of day-care centres and nursing homes
throughout Clydeside and were approached and interviewed immediately on the basis of their
age. None of the respondents had prior notification of the interview or its contents. This style
was adopted to reduce the subjects’ potential to create and present a 'social self. The
interviews the.mselves took place between 1996-1999 and involved a variety of questions,
based loosely on a pre-set questionnaire, covering work experiences, politics, family life, the

neighbourhood, religion and religious experiences, popular culture in general and the
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respondents' perceptions of levels of continuity and change regarding life on Clydeside before
and after the period between the wars.

Although there was some variation, | feel the level of ‘exposure’ of the inner self rather than
the 'social self achieved in my own interviews with the people of Clydeside was extensive. In
other words | do not feel that they created a mythical past to accommodate their own sense of
composure or to facilitate what they felt | wished to hear. That aside, this work does not
profess to provide an objective ‘truth' which details how every working-class man and women
between the wars on Clydeside lived their lives or how every working-class women formed a
political identity. | concur with lacovetta that we 'cannot posses objective knowledge, but we
can choose to try and write about others even if the final product is incomplete, uneven and
fiitered through us'. We may also have 'considerable power as producers of knowledge and
no device or desire will ever make entirely egalitarian the relationship between the researcher
and the subject . . . but the cost of the silence of scholars from minority or workipg-class
backgrounds is complicity in the re-silencing of neglected and marginal groups'.”” | do not
intend to participate in that complicity. In fact, | intend to centre Clydeside working-class
people's experiences as well as their self-definitions of that experience within this work.

Chapter Two will look at men and women in the world of work to explore the impact of the
work-place, work cultures and working-class organisations in the development of women's
political identity. It will focus upon the adverse economic climate and the changing nature of
work on Clydeside as catalysts for much of this experience. These catalysts embedded pre-
existing cultural representations of women as the usurpers of men in the workplace and were
reflected in the construction of the docile apathetic ideal female employee - a construction
often promoted and shared by employers, trade unions and male employees, but one
frequently rejected by women workers in a variety of ways and settings through behaviour
which was often 'a rough kind of feminism'. Chapter three will analyse the political scene on

Clydeside, looking at the ILP, the Co-operative Women's Guild and the Glasgow and West of

g lacovetta, 'Post-Modem Ethnography, Historical Materialism, and Decentering the (Male) Authorial Voice : A
Feminist Conversation', Aistoire Sociale/Social History, Vol. 53., No.64, November 1999, pp.289-293.



31

Scotland Suffrage Society, the organisations which have been identified and who identified
themselve_s as representatives of women. It will highlight that, while "an assertion of the
feminine' was used as a political tactic, a tactic which provided many gains for the women of
the labour movement on Clydeside, masculine discourses remained largely powerful and
inhibiting, but not necessarily insurmountable. In contrast to the feminist behaviour exhibited
by women of the labour movement, this chapter will also show how the feminist movement
was Indeed bourgeois and how class relations in the region were a greater impediment to
feminist unity than the gendered nature of class or the male dominance of the ILP. Chapter
four will demonstrate how the dissemination of the dominant gender discourses resulted in
female aspirations for a 'new man' who would love and respect her, treating her role as
different from his, but equal in status. It will also highlight how this 'new man' remained more
myth than reality as economic and imaginative boundaries obstructed male subjectification of
the ideal which Iin turn exacerbated the catalysts of sexual antagonism and male in§ecurity.
Male responses to this insecurity and women's solutions to those responses resuited in
extreme gender antagonism In the region between the wars. Yet, this chapter will also show
how the identification of women as 'moral guardians of the community and family’ was
appropriated as an assertion of the feminine by working-class women to challenge male
power and privilege, and enhance, if relatively, women's physiological and physical résources
at a time when sexual antagonism could have been a very debilitating and disempowering
experience. In this way it will highlight the links between the exploitation of the gender
discourses of inter-war Britain, survival strategies and the operation of a women's
consciousness in the facilitation of a rough kind of feminist' behaviour in working-class
localities. It will then demonstrate how an assertion of the feminine could also be used to
shore up alternative identities. Thus the very forces which united women, could equally divide
them, and this also held the capacity to impact negatively on gender unity and class

awdreness.
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This thesis will conclude with the hypothesis that men used women to alleviate their own
sense of social injustice when alternative avenues were obstructed. However, the
construction of gendered identities and the way in which their legitimisation shaped
experience was equally instrumental. Nevertheless, this legitimisation provided a means by
which women could contest these extremely unequal power relations. They did so in a varety
of ways, but regardless of the means, much of their behaviour, none the less, was a 'rough

kind of feminism.'



CHAPTER TWO :

THE "USURPERS',
WOMEN, WORK AND
POLITICAL IDENTITY
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On Clydeside the period 1919 to 1936 witnessed a shift in attitudes towards women in the

work-place. The Restoration of the Pre-War Practices Act enshrined the position of the state,
employers and trade unions, whilst at the same time women were increasingly perceived and
personified as the ‘usurpers’ of men. An extremely adverse economic climate, cultural
traditions and political expediency combined with the structure of the labour market and the
partially changing nature of work to conciliate the comparative re-establishment of pre-war
occupational stratification. These cumulative forces had a dramatic impact on Clydeside's
female labour force. Contrary to the perception that inter-war working women were apathetic
and passive as measured by formal trade-union membership and strike activity and the
discourses of employers, trade unionists and many working men, these forces did not
necessarily negate political identity. A consciousness of class membership amongst the
female workers of the Clyde, where it existed, continued to do so, whilst the experiences of
work acted as a catalyst for the development of such an identity for others. Clydeside women
often responded to the effects of capitalism at the point of production, formally and aiongside
men. Significantly, however, sexual oppression in the workplace also created levels of gender
awareness amongst a large number of women workers. Thus, women also developed
gender-specific strategies to combat class and sex oppression. These strategies, although
varied and optional, did little to effectively challenge the strengthening structural, cultural and
ideological barriers which inhibited women's progress in the world of work. However, they did
empower many women at a time when it was not unusual for their male counter-parts to be
experiencing levels of rehabilitation’.

The gendered nature of employment and women's experiences of work between the wars
remain relatively neglected fields of study, especially in Scotland. There are a number of
historians who have emphasised the effects of the changing nature of work or who highlight
the institutional impediments women endured in the workplace at this time. On the whole,
however, the imagery of the 'hungry thirties', the impact of the depression real or Imagined,
and the fortunes of the labour movement tend to take precedence. Alongside this are

representations of women embracing a reconstructed domesticity. Thus much of British
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labour historiography continues to ignore women's workplace experiences and gives priority
to women's exclusion from the world of work. Humphries, noting this neglect, and the fact that

much of the feminist analysis of women's work experiences is located in the period of the

Industrial Revolution', felt compelled to suggest that :

Historians of the history of women's pald work should revise their periodisation and
their priorities. The historical key to women's inequality in the labour market lie not
only in the Industrial Revolution but also in its aftermath : in the sluggish growth,
relative industrial decline and persistently slack labour markets.

She argues, 'it was in this context that protective labour relations brought employers and
unions to agreements . . . and convinced women themselves that their identities were
founded in being housewives and dependants'.?

From at least the nineteenth century, Clydeside was a region characterised by bouts of
cyclical unemployment. It is also a region where a rigid sexual division of labour prevailed
between the wars, largely unaltered by the changing nature of work, or the new industries and
managerial strategies which emerged across Britain in this period. Hudson and Lee have

highlighted that these changes held the potential,

... to further the adoption of gender-specific restrictive practices and reinforce the
sex-structuring of the workforce - conditions which possibly led to trade union fear of
competition from women ensuring that they take the path of least resistance and

prioritise the rights of male employees.’

On Clydeside, however, the penetration of new industries and aiternative managenal
strategies were weak between the wars. Nevertheless, where such conditions emerged they
co-existed with cyclical and structural unemployment. Thus a combination of the sluggish
growth, relative industrial decline and persistently slack labour markets which marked

Clydeside and the new employment and managerial strategies which were emerging may

e’
L

; J. Humphries, 'Women and paid work', J. Purvis, [ed.], Women's History , p.100.

Ibid.

35ee for example, P. Hudson and W.R Lee, [eds.], 'Introduction' Women'’s work and the family economy in historical
perspective, Manchester, 1990, pp.2-48, especially pp.24-25 and 28.
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have intensified the perceived need for protective labour relations which brought employers
and unions to agreements 'to convince women that their identities were founded in being
housewives and dependants'.

Between the wars in Britain, the North of England, Wales and industrial Scotland fared
less favourably than the south of England and some agricultural pockets of the north of
Britain. In 1947, the Labour activist, John Taylor, commenting on the Government White

Papers on the Scottish economy recalled the inter-war years in Scotland thus :

In those days she was the most depressed of depressed areas, with the highest
unemployment percentages, with the highest infant and matemal mortality figures of
any country in Europe except Portugal and with the highest relative population in her
mental hospitals, T.B. <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>