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2.1 The Social Democratic Party (SDF) 
 

 
 
2.1.1 The SDF attitude to Women 
 
The SDF have sometimes been represented as anti-feminist. Certainly some of 
the original leaders, notably Belfort Bax and Harry Quelch were quite openly 
anti-feminist and Bax believed women to be both physically and intellectually 
inferior to men. Quelch was less openly anti-feminist, but as the editor of both 
Justice and Social Democrat and overseer of Twentieth Century Press, he allowed 
Bax and other non-Party anti-feminists such as H.B. Samuels full access to SDF 
publications. Hyndman, the SDF leader, was also from a Tory, patriarchal 
background, which compounded the attitudes of Bax and Quelch. However, when 
taken in the round it is not so clear that the SDF was any more anti-feminist than 
any other political organisations, left or right, in the later part of the nineteenth 
or early part of the twentieth centuries. 

 
The SDF was a Marxist organisation and so regarded women’s oppression as 
largely residing in the exploitative nature of capitalism. The SDF tended to view 
Marxism from a mechanistic and dogmatic standpoint and failed to appreciate 
that Marxists should oppose all forms of oppression and seek reforms and 
change whilst, at the same time, explaining that only the overthrow of capitalism 
would ultimately secure the freedom of all. This error led to a failure of the SDF 
on many fronts, including engaging energetically on such issues as women’s 
franchise, trade unionism and the demand for reforms. There was a strong 
current of patriarchal views among men in the SDF and a lot of the discussion 
shows that some male members expressed the view that women were inherently 
conservative and a brake on the movement. Others, more accurately, saw that 
there was an issue in women being overburdened with domestic chores and 
lacking the social interaction and trade unionism that men tended to have. 

 
In practice many women did involve themselves in the activities of the SDF and 
this is particularly apparent when studying local activities. However, SDF 
branches, in common with most of the trade union and socialist bodies, were not 
helpful in involving women. They were often assigned to bazaar work and other 
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ancillary domestic work, a picture that has also characterised life for women in 
the Labour Party up until quite recently and still exists in residual ways. 
 
David Young in his thesis, People, Place and Party: the Social Democratic 
Federation 1884-1911 (2003), tried to measure the proportion of women who 
made up the SDF at the end of the nineteenth century and found, as far as could 
be ascertained that it was around the 8-10%.  
 
2.1.2   SDF Women’s Groups and Circles 

 
The SDF established women’s groups within the party 
from the start but in practice by the 1890s most 
branches saw these groups as primarily concerned to 
develop the social aspects of branch life, rather than 
broaden women’s political role. However, there are 
cases where these bounds were broken. Mary Alice 
Taylor, who was instrumental in establishing a 
women’s branch of the SDF in Halifax and was later 
arrested for suffrage militancy, described how her 
group aimed to read and discuss socialist texts, since, 
“I want it to be something more than a mother’s 
meeting”. 

 
In the early 1900s the SDF supported the formation of a national women’s 
organisation within the Party. In 1904 they announced that Women’s Socialist 
Circles would be established at the local level to organise “the wives, daughters 
and sisters” of male comrades and that there would be a National Women’s 
Committee, later entitled the Women’s Education Committee to coordinate 
their work. These local circles reached a peak in 1909 with 30 such circles. 
 
Although the circles began by emphasising social activities, leading female 
members of the party, including Dora Montefiore, Clara Hendin and Rose Jarvis, 
tried to ensure that they would have a broader function. By 1907 the Circles 

were seen much more as training grounds for 
socialism and their educational work was 
underlined by setting up of a women’s column in 
the SDF paper, Justice in the same year. Dora 
Montefiore claimed that the Circles would “organise 
and educate women in the principles of Social 
Democracy with a view to their becoming members 
of the SDF and to stand side by side with the men to 
bring about the abolition of capitalism.” 
 
The Northampton Women’s Circle tried to make 
its afternoon meetings accessible to working-class 
women by including songs and refreshments as 
well as lectures, but also aimed to ensure its 
members would become political activists and to 
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challenge the view that the woman’s place was in the home. The Circle also took 
up issues which contested women’s unequal social position, notably the suffrage 
campaign, and members of the Circle led a meeting in the local SDF branch on, 
The Emancipation of Women”.  
 
There was also an attempt within the SDF to introduce a form of socialist or 
‘democratic trading’. Some branches set up their own trading departments, often 
in the hands of women members, where tea, coffee, cocoa and tobacco, for 
example, could be bought. Some socialists saw systematic ‘democratic trading’ as 
more than another method of fund-raising. argued that the SDF needed to 
possess ‘some better financial basis than the haphazard proceeds of a bazaar ... 
We need ... a steady and assured income, an income not to be obtained through 
the worn-out methods of begging and collecting, but by straightforward 
democratic trading’. This would be ‘a practical, material centre of socialistic 
effort, which shall not only concentrate Socialist energy and capital, but shall also 
lay the foundation of a sound economic basis for future propaganda’. In 1901, it 
was suggested that a Socialist Trading Store should be opened in London. Clara 
Hendin was enthusiastic, particularly as she was already active in the Women’s 
Co-operative Guild. She saw the potential for such trading to provide 
opportunities for reaching and politicising women which other aspects of 
socialist fund-raising had failed to do. In particular, she meant the bazaar, which 
was the usual method of raising money for the socialist cause. This was seen as 
women’s province in terms of providing a volunteer workforce to sew and cook 
in aid of the party, although the national organisation of such activities remained 
in male hands. For Hendin, consumption was a women’s issue: “When our store 
opens, I should like to see comrades of the SDF encourage the women to deal there 
by offering to stay at home while their wives go to the store to do the shopping, and 
if there should be a meeting on (which I hope there will be for the women) she 
could go to it while her goods are being got ready for her, but not for the husband 
to growl, when she arrives home, because she is a long time gone ... Remember that 
the Women’s Cooperative Guild are an organised band of nearly 13,000, and if the 
wives of co-operators can organise themselves why not the wives of  Social 
Democrats?” 
 
2.1.3   Prominent Women in the SDF 

Some women did achieve prominence in the SDF at 
leadership level. Eleanor Marx was an early member, 
although she later split off with William Morris and others to 
form the Socialist League.  When she was a member of the 
SDF she naturally carried great authority as the daughter of 
Marx and was elected on to the Executive. She was known as 
a very good orator and much in demand. The Socialist League 
failed to develop and very soon Eleanor and her partner 
Edward Aveling left to form the Bloomsbury Socialist Society. 
That too failed and Eleanor re-joined the SDF. She was 
extremely active throughout the 1880s and heavily involved 

in the development of New Unionism in the 1880s. She was, along with her 
friend, Annie Besant, a key figure in both the London Match girls strike and the 



Part 2 Women and the Socialist Organisations  
The Early Years 

 Page 4 of 23 

Dockers strike. She assisted Will Thorne in setting up the Gasworkers Union and 
in 1890 was elected to the National Executive of the union. She became the 
leader of a Women’s branch of the union at Silvertown, London. She died at a 
relatively young age in 1898, probably by suicide relating to her difficult 
relationship with Aveling. 
 

Annie Besant was another leading light in the SDF who 
played an important role in the Matchgirls’ strike of the 
1880s and the Dockers’ strike in the same period. Her 
advocacy of reproductive rights, women’s suffrage, and 
labour struggles formed part of a broad-based programme of 
emancipation — one that galvanised the UK’s burgeoning 
socialist movement. Prior to her commitment to the socialist 
movement Besant formed a close relationship to Charles 
Bradlaugh and became an atheist and republican. She 
embraced emerging ideas on limiting family size through 

advocating contraception. In the 1880s Besant embraced the new socialism and 
joined the SDF and the Fabians, breaking with Bradlaugh who opposed socialism. 
She was acknowledged as one of the best orators of the movement. As mentioned 
above she was a powerful advocate and organiser in a number of key strikes in 
the 1880s. She was also the only woman to contribute in 1889 to the influential 
book, Fabian Essays and in the same elected to the London School Board in 
Tower Hamlets. In her role on the School Board she pioneered free meals for 
under nourished children and free medical examinations. In the 1890s she 
moved away from Marxism and embraced Theosophy, a religious movement 
founded by Helena Blavatsky. Besant was also an active supporter of women’s 
suffrage and in the last stages of her life her belief in Theosophy led to an 
interest in aspects of Hinduism. She went to India and became a member of the 
Indian Congress party and a supporter of Indian Home Rule. As a consequence, 
she was interned during the First World War. She died in India in 1933. 
 
Charlotte Despard and Dora Montefiore also played leading roles in the early 
years of the party and like Eleanor Marx and Annie Besant were involved in a 
wide range of activities both within and outside the Party. Dora Montefiore 
remained a convinced Marxist and went on to become active in the British 
Socialist Party and then the Communist Party. Charlotte Despard also remained a 
Marxist and in her later years lived in Ireland and helped found the Irish 
Communist Party.  

                
              Charlotte Despard speaking at Trafalgar Square                         Dora Montefiore 
  



Part 2 Women and the Socialist Organisations  
The Early Years 

 Page 5 of 23 

Clara Hendin, Amie Hicks and Margaretta Hicks also remained convinced 
Marxists and joined the SDF’s successor party, the British Socialist Party.  
 
The SDF had some high-profile working-class women members, notably 
Margaret Bondfield, the trade unionist and Mary Gray, a Battersea member 
who set up the Socialist Sunday School Union. Mary Bridges Adams was an 
active member as well as a key figure in the Gasworkers’ Union. Amie Hicks and 
her daughter, Margaretta Hicks were also active in the SDF and in the trade 
union movement.  
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2.2 The Independent Labour Party 
 
2.2.1 The Role of Women in the ILP 

 
The role of women in the ILP as a general question has been largely ignored in 
favour of a focus on the interplay between the ILP and the women’s suffragette 
movement. However, we can confidently assert that in overall terms the role of 
women in the ILP would have been broadly similar to the experience in the 
labour movement generally. In other words men clearly dominated proceedings 
and especially the leadership. Women would have played important local roles 
and in the period we are concerned with here the prominent women ILP 
members were invariably from middle class backgrounds and often the wives of 
prominent male leaders of the Party. That said the early ILP prominent women 
provided an impressive talent for organisation, speaking and writing and 
thereby winning many to socialism. 
 
At the inaugural meeting In Bradford only 3 of the 120 delegates were women. 
The most prominent was Katherine Conway, a prominent Fabian in Bristol. Of 
the other two, Margaret Reynolds from Jarrow and Mrs Bullock from Bradford, 
very little is known. Margaret Reynolds, like Katherine Conway was present as a 
representative of the Fabians and Mrs. Bullock was part of the Women’s Labour 
Union. Katherine Conway was elected as the only woman on the National 
Administrative Council (NAC) of the ILP at the 1893 inaugural conference. One of 
her early recruits to the ILP was Bruce Glasier, whom she married later in 1893 
and although remaining active in the ILP, she did not again seek election to the 
NAC. Thereafter she is known as Mrs Glasier, wife of Bruce Glasier, one of the 
most prominent early ILP leaders! In 1894 the reduced governing body, the NAC, 
was all-male. In 1895 there were 8 women delegates to the Annual Conference 
and Enid Stacy, like Conway, from Bristol, was elected on to the NAC. Thereafter 
the pattern in the period we are considering remains the same, i.e., in some years 
women were not represented in the leadership of the ILP and in others there 
were just one or two. 
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The ILP maintained an active team of lecturers who went all over the country 
proselytising on behalf of the ILP. Several of these were women and they were 
often much sought after. Among the most outstanding were Enid Stacy, 
Katherine Conway, Margaret McMillan and Carolyn Martyn. Emmeline Pankhurst 
also became a notable public speaker. She had been part of campaign to 
challenge Manchester Council banning left wing speakers from addressing open 
air meetings. When her husband died intestate she had to face a mass of 
problems and she became more aware how women were treated as second class 
citizens. This helped to impel her to set up the Women’s Social and Political 
Union (WSPU). 
 
2.2.2 The ILP and the Suffrage Issue 
The suffrage issue became a major issue for the ILP in the early 1900s. It had 
always been of concern and Keir Hardie, the ILP leader, was a known champion. 
This in itself led many women to join the ranks of the ILP. In their 1895 
Conference the ILP adopted a resolution that included the words, “ the ILP is in 
favour of every proposal for extending electoral rights to both men and women 
and democratising the system of government”. Although this resolution marked 
a step forward for the advocates of female suffrage there is no doubt that there 
were many men within the ILP clung on to conservative attitudes towards 
women and held conflicting views that saw them theoretically support female 
suffrage and yet adopt paternalistic practice at home and work. 
 
The ILP initially attracted a number of women who were later to become 
prominent suffragettes, notably Emmeline Pankhurst, who joined the ILP, along 
with her husband and two daughters, Christabel and Sylvia.  
 

They had been friends and supporters of Keir 
Hardie and it was natural they should join. But in 
1903 Mrs. Pankhurst set up her own 
organisation, the Women’s Social and Political 
Union (WSPU) and appealed to women members 
of the ILP to join her. This did not mean they 
needed to leave the ILP and several didn’t but 
Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst decided 
after a couple of years that a militant women’s 
suffrage organisation should be independent of 
any political party the ILP. After many years of 

struggle these two Pankhursts actually become Tories. Sylvia moved in the 
opposite direction and became a Communist. 
 
In 1905 there were 4 women ILP delegates but none from Trade Unions and it 
was the first occasion when there was a discussion of women’s parliamentary 
suffrage. The proposal sought to endorse the Women’s Enfranchisement Bill, 
which was quite a limited proposal, sought to equalise franchise between men 
and women. It was moved by the Engineer’s Union and seconded by Selina 
Cooper, from the Lancashire and Cheshire Women Textile and other Workers 
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Representation Committee. The motion was opposed by Harry Quelch, using the 
argument that this limited franchise favoured the middle class and would, 
thereby entrench the propertied class. He called for full adult suffrage but also 
launched an attack on middle class suffragists. Philip Snowden, recently married 
to a female suffragette supported the main motion. Emmeline Pankhurst, still, at 
this stage, a member of the ILP, also spoke but the mood was overwhelmingly 
against the motion and it lost by 483 to 270. This experience and other 
experiences led Pankhurst to set up the WSPU in 1903. In the first 2 years the 
WSPU oriented to the ILP and efforts to get Bills into Parliament supporting 
limited women’s suffrage. This was achieved in 1904 but failed during the 
Committee stages. This was to lead the WSPU into more direct action tactics. 
 
The 1905 debate marked a clear divide between two camps that pervaded the 
wider labour and trade union movement. On the whole the broader movement 
opposed a limited extension of the franchise on the basis of equality of treatment 
of men and women. Rather they emphasised the need to extend the vote to 
include all adults, men and women. This became the broad position of the trade 
union movement and the main socialist organisations. It was also the position of 
some of the suffrage organisations, although not, of course, that of the WSPU, 
which moved increasingly in the later 1900s into militant direct action to achieve 
their aim of franchise for women on the same basis as men (at this stage limited 
to a property qualification). 
 
2.2.3    Separate ILP Women’s Structures 
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Unlike both the Fabians and the SDP the ILP, at this stage (i.e. prior to 1906) did 
not set up any separate structure specifically for women. There was no real 
demand for such a move in these early days. Even when the main ILP newspaper, 
Labour Leader set up a Women’s Column in 1906 this was questioned. Ethel 
Snowden, wife of the future Labour Chancellor, Philip Snowden, wrote to the 
paper questioning the appearance of a separate appearance of a specific 
women’s column, asking, ‘for whose benefit is the rest of the Labour Leader? If 
for men only why so much more space for men than for women? Echoing these 
views Isabella Ford argued that “I thought the day had gone by for the separate 
treatment of men’s and women’s interests.” The view was taken that on issues of 
citizenship and reform there need be no specialisation for either of the sexes. 
 
However, shortly after this prominent ILP women, notably Margaret MacDonald, 
set up the Women’s Labour League (WLL), which whilst independent of the ILP 
and the Labour Party at this stage was destined to morph into the Women’s 
section of the Labour Party. 
 
2.2.4 Short biographies of some prominent ILP Women 
The history of women in the early days of the ILP can, in many ways, be best seen 
in the lives of a selected few. These short sketches reveal how these early 
pioneers brought a passion and a practical sense to the early socialist movement. 
 
Katharine Conway (Glasier) 
 

Katharine St. John Conway was born into a 
religious family in London in 1867 and by 
virtue of a school scholarship went on to be 
one of the earliest women students at 
Cambridge University. She taught Classics in 
Bristol and was attracted to Socialism as an 
expression of practical Christianity. 
 
She joined the Bristol Socialist Society and 
was briefly a supporter of the Social 
Democratic Federation and the Fabian 
Society. Her true political and Christian 
expression was found in the Independent 
Labour Party in 1893 but she also lectured 
extensively for the Fabian Society and the 
Labour Church. A constant element in her life 
was that of journalism and at this time she 
wrote articles for the Sunday Chronicle and 
the Workman’s Times. She was on the 

committee, which convened the inaugural conference of the ILP and was the only 
woman elected to the ILP National Administrative Council. It was at this time 
that she married her fellow Christian Socialist Bruce Glasier. Both of them 
travelled and lectured extensively and wrote books and pamphlets.  In addition, 
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Katharine wrote novels and short stories, which focussed on issues of class and 
gender. Despite having the major role in bringing up their children, Katharine 
spoke at meetings around the country but turned to writing fiction and 
journalism as a way of earning a living. 
 
Margaret Gladstone (MacDonald) 

Margaret Gladstone was born on 20 July 1870 in Kensington, London, to John 
Hall Gladstone, Professor of Chemistry at the Royal Institution. She was educated 
both at home and at Doreck College in Bayswater. Early in adulthood she was 
involved in voluntary social work, including visits for the Charity Organisation 

Society in Hoxton. Margaret's experiences of working with the 
poor in London resulted in her questioning the merits of 
capitalism. At first she was influenced by Christian Socialists, 
such as Frederick Denison, Maurice and Charles Kingsley. After 
hearing Ben Tillett speak at a Unitarian Society meeting she 
became a socialist. She also joined the Fabian Society and in 
1894 became a member of the Women's Industrial Council,  
serving on several committees and organising the enquiry into 

home work in London, which was published in 1897. She met Ramsay 
MacDonald through this work in 1895 and they married in 1896. In the same 
year she joined the ILP. She was comfortably off and was able to finance her 
husband's political career from her private income. It also allowed them to 
visit Canada and the United States in 1897, South Africa in 
1902, Australia and New Zealand in 1906, and India several times. 
After her marriage she was concerned about the need for skilled work and 
training for women and played a key part in establishing the first trade 
schools for girls in 1904. She continued this work until 1910.  
She was a member of the National Union of Women Workers. She served on the 
executive of the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies, and she was 
opposed to militant action. In 1906 she became involved in the formation of 
the Women's Labour League, serving as chair until her death in 1911.  

 

Isabella Ford 
She was born in Leeds in 1855, into a 
prosperous Quaker family with 8 children. Her 
parents believed in treating girls equally to 
boys so she was taught science and history as 
well as art and literature. Her parents 
supported progressive causes such as 

parliamentary and prison reform. The family home in Adel Grange became a 
centre for the discussion of radical ideas, where she was introduced to socialism, 
becoming a member of the Fabian society in 1883. She began a long campaign to 
improve the working conditions for women in the textile industry in Leeds, 
setting up the Leeds Tailoresses’ Union in 1889. She took a leading role in 
strikes, helping to organise relief for the strikers and to publicise their cause. In 
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one industrial dispute she is described as walking through the sleet and snow 
with the strikers ‘like a new Joan of Arc’. In 1890 she helped to form the Leeds 
Women’s Suffrage Society, and, later, with her sister Bessie, the local branch of 
the Independent Labour Party - because the ILP stood for ‘equality and 
opportunity for the whole race….women had never had such equality before.’ By 
the early 1900s she was a national figure, known for her speaking, organising 
and writing abilities, publishing several books about women and socialism, and 
women in industry, as well as articles and letters. She served on the national 
executive of the ILP and persuaded them to support women’s suffrage. In 1907 
she was elected to the executive of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage 
Societies (NUWSS). For both the ILP and the NUWSS she spoke at meetings up 
and down the country. ‘She never saw socialism as meaning simply a change in 
economic and social structures, but argued instead that it would bring beauty 
and justice into the lives of working men and women, and would provide the 
potential for full human development.’  
 
Enid Widdrington (Stacy) 
 

Enid Stacy was born in 1868 in Westbury, Gloucestershire, 
the eldest of the Irish painter Henry Stacy and his wife Rose 
Deeley's four children. The family moved to Bristol in 
1881. She was raised in a Christian socialist household; her 
brother helped found the Bristol and Clifton Christian 
Socialist Society and her father later became involved with 
the Bristol Socialist Society.  She studied at the University of 
Bristol, where she won the Whitworth Scholarship, and she 

then became a tutor at the Redland High School for Girls. There, she 
met Katharine St John Conway, with whom she shared an interest in John 
Ruskin and Anglo-Catholicism. In 1889, there was a wave of strikes in Bristol and 
Stacy was convinced by a speech of Tom Mann to become involved, but after she 
spoke at a meeting which had been banned, she lost her job. Instead, she joined 
the National Union of Gas Workers and General Labourers as an organiser, 
leading strikes among cotton workers and confectionery workers, and becoming 
honorary secretary of the Association for the Promotion of Trade Unionism 
Among Women. Over time, Stacy came to focus more on lecturing, initially for 
the Fabian Society and the Labour Church, then from 1893 for the 
new Independent Labour Party (ILP). From 1895, she worked full-time for the 
ILP, serving on its national administrative council from 1896 to 1899. She 
challenged Keir Hardie for the chairship of the ILP in 1898. Stacy also wrote 
frequently for The Clarion and joined the National Union of Women's Suffrage 
Societies. In 1896, she met the Anglo-Catholic vicar Percy Widdrington at the 
International Congress of Socialists. They married the following May, initially 
living in Newcastle upon Tyne, then later in Calderbrook. Even after having a 
child, Stacy spent six months of the year travelling and lecturing on socialist 
and feminist topics, until she died suddenly on 4 September 1903.  
 



Part 2 Women and the Socialist Organisations  
The Early Years 

 Page 12 of 23 

Caroline Martyn 
Caroline Martyn (1867 –1896), sometimes known as Carrie 
Martyn, was an English Christian socialist and an 
early organiser of trade unions. Martyn was born in Lincoln to 
devout high Anglicans who were active in the Conservative 
Party. Martyn first joined the Conservative Primrose League, 
but while working in Reading she lodged with her maternal 
aunt, Mrs Bailey, who held pronounced left-wing views. She 
became a radical and then a socialist. In 1891 she joined the 
London Fabian Society. The following year, ill-health forced her 

to give up work and she began to devote herself full-time to the socialist cause. In 
August 1894 the suffragist newspaper The Woman's Signal reported Martyn as 
having given an address on "'The Position of Women,'" in which she "advocated 
the rearing and education of children of both sexes on equal terms, and said that 
while girls and women were bound to domestic duties ... there was little hope for 
their intellectual advancement and their being placed on an equal footing with 
man."  
 
Martyn was predominantly known as a wonderful speaker. She became 
nationally recognised and large crowds turned up to hear her as she travelled 
round the country. In 1896, she was elected to the National Administrative 
Council of the ILP and became editor of Fraternity, the journal of 
the International Society for the Brotherhood of Man, and ILP trades union 
organiser for the north of Scotland. The work and travel, however, undermined 
her already-fragile health, and a few months later she contracted pneumonia 
while organising female workers in Dundee. She died a few days later on 23 July 
1896 at the age of 29. Keir Hardie wrote that she was the leading socialist of her 
day. Scarcely remembered now, she was, for her contemporaries, a kind of 
socialist saint who had sacrificed her life for the cause.   
 
Selina Coombe (Cooper) 
 

Selina Cooper was unusual among the leading female socialists 
of this era in that she came from a poor working-class 
background. She was born in 1864. Her father, a navvy, died 
when she was young and her mother moved north to find work. 
Selina started work at 12 in a local textile mill. She later joined 
the Nelson Branch of the Cotton Workers’ Union and became an 
active trade unionist. She attended education classes organised 
by the Co-operative Women’s Guild and this led her towards 

socialism. In 1892 she joined the Nelson Branch of the ILP, where she met her 
husband, a committed socialist. In 1900 Selina Cooper joined the North of 
England Society for Women's Suffrage, which collected signatures on women’s 
suffrage for a petition to Parliament. 30,000 signatures were collected in local 
Lancashire textile mills and Selina was chosen as one of the delegates to present 
the petition to the House of Commons. In 1901 the Independent Labour Party 
asked Selina to stand as a candidate for the forthcoming Poor Law Guardian 
elections. Although women had been allowed to stand as candidates since the 
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passing of the Municipal Franchise Act in 1869, no working-class woman had 
ever been elected to one of these bodies. Although the local newspapers 
campaigned against Selina Cooper, she was elected. Selina continued to be an 
active trade unionist and socialist throughout her life. She was prominent in the 
1930s campaigns against fascism and died in 1946. 
 
Rachel and Margaret McMillan 
 

       
 Rachel McMillan                Margaret McMillan 
 
The McMillan sisters became widely known for their pioneering work in seeking 
to improve the condition of children and are recognised today in their work on 
free school meals, child care and education. 
 
Rachel and Margaret’s parents, James and Jean McMillan, had originally come 
from Inverness but had emigrated to the United States in 1840. After the death of 
James in 1865, Mrs. McMillan decided to take her two young daughters, Margaret 
and Rachel McMillan back to Scotland. 
 
In October 1889, Rachel and Margaret helped the workers during the London 
Dock Strike. The continued to be involved in spreading the word of Christian 
Socialism to industrial workers and in 1892 it was suggested that their efforts 
would be appreciated in Bradford. Although for the next few years they were 
based in Bradford, Rachel and Margaret toured the industrial regions speaking at 
meetings and visiting the homes of the poor. As well as attending Christian 
Socialist meetings, the sisters joined the Fabian Society, the Labour Church, the 
Social Democratic Federation and the newly formed Independent Labour Party. 
Margaret and Rachel’s work in Bradford convinced them that they should 
concentrate on trying to improve the physical and intellectual welfare of the 
slum child. In 1892 Margaret joined Dr. James Kerr, Bradford’s school medical 
officer, to carry out the first medical inspection of elementary school children in 
Britain. Kerr and McMillan published a report on the medical problems that they 
found and began a campaign to improve the health of children by arguing that 
local authorities should install bathrooms, improve ventilation and supply free 
school meals. 
 
The sisters remained active in politics and Margaret McMillan became the 
Independent Labour Party candidate for the Bradford School Board. Elected in 
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1894 and working closely with Fred Jowett, leader of the ILP on the local council, 
Margaret now began to influence what went on in Bradford schools. She also 
wrote several books and pamphlets on the subject including Child Labour and 
the Half Time System (1896) and Early Childhood (1900). In 1902 Margaret 
joined Rachel McMillan in London. The sisters joined the recently formed Labour 
Party and worked closely with leaders of the movement including James Keir 
Hardie and George Lansbury. Margaret continued to write books on health and 
education. In 1904 she published her most important book, Education Through 
the Imagination (1904) and followed this with The Economic Aspects of Child 
Labour and Education (1905). 
 
The two sisters joined with their old friend, Katharine Glasier, to lead the 
campaign for school meals and eventually the House of Commons became 
convinced that hungry children cannot learn and passed the 1906 Provision of 
School Meals Act. The legislation accepted the argument put forward by the 
McMillan sisters that if the state insists on compulsory education it must take 
responsibility for the proper nourishment of school children. 
 
In conclusion here are two images of a design for an early ILP banner. The first 
represents a male-centric view, which was challenged and led to a revision. 
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2.3 The Fabian Society 

   
 
As with all the other organisations we are considering, the Fabians were male 
dominated. But, there was a degree of equality in that the movement was 
essentially an intellectual and research-based one in which educated women 
could contribute on the same basis as men. From the beginning there were a 
number of prominent women Fabians who contributed articles, tracts and were 
elected on to the Fabian Executive. These conditions largely applied to London, 
where the bulk of Fabians were in any case. In an effort to build a wider base the 
Fabians did establish provincial groups as well as continuing with branches at 
certain Universities. The provincial groups were less likely to have active women 
members. 
 
2.3.1 Prominent Women Fabians 

We should start with Annie Besant, whom we 
have come across above in connection with the 
SDF.  She was the most prominent woman Fabian 
in the first few years, contributing to the Fabian 
Essays in Socialism, edited by George Bernard Shaw 
and published in 1889. In a remarkable life, which 
spanned many decades and causes and continents 
she is one of many remarkable women who 
energetically engaged in socialism, trade union 
activity and Fabian discourses. She achieved early 
notoriety in a relationship with Charles Bradlaugh 
and took up his causes of republicanism and 

secularism. She became a formidable journalist and orator. She was arrested 
with Bradlaugh in1877 and they were jointly charged with publishing an 
obscene pamphlet called The Fruits of Philosophy, written by an American doctor, 
Charles Knowlton in 1832. The pamphlet in question had resulted in previous 
arrests and imprisonments as it concerned birth control methods. After being 
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found guilty in the High Court the verdict was quashed on appeal. She later split 
with Bradlaugh by becoming a socialist, something he deeply opposed. Annie 
Besant became a leading figure in both the SDF and the Fabians in their early 
years, contributing to the development of socialist thought. She was also one of 
the active spirits behind the Bryant and May Match Girls strike in the East End of 
London in 1888. 
 
As mentioned above she contributed one of the essays, Industry under Socialism, 
in the early Fabian publication, Fabian Essays in Socialism. Shaw claims that 
"Annie Besant... was a sort of expeditionary force, always to the front when there 
was trouble and danger, carrying away audiences for us when the dissensions in 
the movement brought our policy into conflict with that of the other societies, 
founding branches for us throughout the country, dashing into the great strikes 
and free speech agitations." In 1889 Annie Besant was elected to the London 
School Board in Tower Hamlets. After heading the poll with a fifteen thousand 
majority over the next candidate, Besant argued that she had been given a 
mandate for large-scale reform of local schools. Some of her many achievements 
included a programme of free meals for undernourished children and free 
medical examinations for all those in elementary schools. 
 
In the 1890s Annie Besant became a supporter of Theosophy, a religious 
movement founded by Helena Blavatsky in 1875. Theosophy was based on 
Hindu ideas of karma and reincarnation with nirvana as the eventual aim. Besant 
went to live in India but she remained interested in the subject of women's 
rights. She continued to write letters to British newspapers arguing the case for 
women's suffrage and in 1911 was one of the main speakers at an important 
NUWSS rally in London. While in India, Annie joined the struggle for Indian 
Home Rule, and during the First World War was interned by the British 
authorities. Annie Besant died in India on 20th September 1933. 
 

Charlotte Wilson joined the Fabian Society soon after 
it was formed in January 1884, and she was the only 
woman elected to its first executive in December 1884.  
 
In October I884 she formed a study group later called 
the Hampstead Historic Society, which met at her house 
to read and discuss the work of Continental socialists 
such as Marx and Proudhon and the history of the 
international labour movement, and which provided 
much of the early philosophical and factual background 
for the lectures and pamphlets which became the 
Fabian contribution to socialist propaganda.  

 
At the end of 1884 she began to argue for anarchism in particular as well as 
socialism in general. In November 1884 she contributed a series of articles on 
“Anarchism” to Justice, the paper of the Social Democratic Federation, which 
were, signed “An English Anarchist.” In 1885 she contributed material to The 
Anarchist, the paper produced by Henry Seymour. In 1886 she wrote “Social 
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Democracy and Anarchism”, which appeared in the first issue of the Practical 
Socialist, the short- lived paper of the Fabian Society, in January 1886. In June 
1886 the Fabian Society published as the fourth in its famous series of Fabian 
Tracts a pamphlet called What Socialism Is. This consisted of two parts a section 
on “Collectivism” (i.e. state socialism), which Engels was invited but declined to 
write and which was instead extracted by Bernard Shaw from August Bebel’s 
book Women Under Socialism (published in Germany in 1883); and a section on 
“Anarchism,” which was “drawn up by Charlotte Wilson on behalf of the London 
Anarchists. Charlotte Wilson was by that time the best-known native anarchist 
intellectual in Britain and the leader of the anarchist fraction in the Fabian 
Society. As Shaw put it, with his customary exaggeration, in the first of his 
unreliable histories of the society, when she joined “a sort of influenza of 
Anarchism soon spread through the Society” (The Fabian Society: What It Has 
Done, and How It Has Done It, 1892). In fact the fraction didn’t have much 
influence, and it didn’t last long. On l7 September 1886 the Fabian Society 
organised a meeting where the representatives of the various socialist 
organisations in London debated the question of forming an orthodox political 
party on the Continental model. 
 
A motion to this effect was proposed by Annie Besant and seconded by Hubert 
Bland (husband of Edith Nesbit). William Morris (the leading member of the 
Socialist League) proposed and Charlotte Wilson seconded the following 
amendment:  
 

‘ But whereas the first duty of Socialists is to educate the people to 
understand what their present position is and what the future might 
be, and to keep the principles of socialism steadily before them; and 
whereas no Parliamentary party can exist without compromise and 
concession, which would hinder that education and obscure those 
principles: it would be a false step for Socialists to attempt to take 
part in the Parliamentary contest. ‘ 

 
The parliamentarians defeated the anti-parliamentarians by a two-to-one 
majority, and the Fabian Society - and the bulk of the British socialist movement 
— was set on the course it has followed ever since. Charlotte Wilson resigned 
from the Fabian executive in April 1887, and although she maintained her 
membership she took no active part in the society for twenty years. By that time 
she had committed herself entirely to the anarchist movement. 

 
Other prominent early women Fabians included Edith 
Nesbit (later famous for her children’s books, such as The 
Railway Children). She was married to another prominent 
Fabian, Hubert Bland. Edith Nesbit was elected to the 
Pamphlet Committee of Fabians in 1884 and then in 1886 
elected to the Conference Committee. She also contributed to 
the Fabian Journal To-Day.  
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Another writer, Emma Brookes served on the Fabian Executive in the 1890s. 
Largely overlooked in Fabian historiography and absent from major works of 
biographical reference, Emma Brooke (1844-1926) was an early Fabian and 
successful novelist whose analysis of ‘the woman question’, and especially the 
sex question, significantly predates the better known critique by H. G. Wells. In 
the 1880s, alongside the burgeoning interest in socialist ideas, women’s nature 
and purpose in society was a hot topic of debate. The ‘woman question’ or ‘sex-
question’ as it was then called, dealt with issues that ranged widely from 
marriage, suffrage, and sexual assault, to childcare and women’s education and 
whether they should be supported by the state. Brooke, who authored several 
fictional books on the subject, also wrote a significant article – “Women and their 
Sphere” – that predated many more well-known ones on the topic of the woman 
question. It was published in 1888 in Annie Besant’s Our Corner. Brooke was 
instrumental in broadening the understanding of the way particular issues like 
‘the woman question’ were discussed and circulated within and between 
socialist organisations such as the Fabian Society. Brooke, together with other 
members of the society, worked on a variety of organisational initiatives, 
including socialist lectures, anarchist speeches, and conversational teas to 
persuade people to become socialists. 
 

Beatrice Webb became a member of the Fabians in 1891, 
though she was not on the executive in these early years. 
While the Webb partnership was in full swing in the 1890s, 
evident especially in their joint publications, Beatrice 
Webb's own involvement in the corporate life of the Fabian 
Society really took off after 1900. Beatrice Webb’s 
contribution to Fabianism and the general course of Labour 
Party politics proved to be enduring. Together the Webbs, 
through meticulous research and concentration on what 
reforms were possible under capitalism, developed one of 
the most significant strands in the ideology of reformist 
politics in the UK until the 1945-51 period. 

 
Other feminist Fabians included influential American feminist Harriot Stanton 
Blatch, Katharine St. John Conway (Glasier) who is better known for her 
activities in the Independent Labour Party, and L. T. Mallet, a feminist lecturer 
and writer. From 1891 to 1896 Mallet gave at least 56 lectures to various Fabian 
groups on the equal rights of women, women’s wages, and women and socialism, 
sat on the Fabian Executive Committee for two terms, and in 1891 was a 
Progressive Candidate for the London School Board, advocating for an 
egalitarian national education system funded by the state. It was in part due to 
her efforts that a Fabian committee was established to draw up a tract on the 
woman question, advocating the equal claims of women to all civil and political 
rights. In 1893, Mallet published Dangerous Trades for Women with William 
Reeves, which had formed the topic of several of her lectures, and in 1897, along 
with several other Fabians including Henry Stephens Salt, Isabella Ford, and 
Joseph Francis Oakeshott, Mallet’s work appeared in Cruelties of Civilization: 
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A Program of Humane Reform. She was also a regular contributor to the feminist 
Women’s Penny Paper, the first women’s newspaper written, printed, and 
published entirely by women. 
 
2.3.2 The Fabian Women’s Group (FGW) 
The Fabian Women’s Group was established in March 1908 to draw stronger 
links between the two most vital movements of the time: socialism and women’s 
emancipation. In its first report, the Fabian women involved in this new group 
took note of the pioneering female Fabians who had come before them. It was 
because of these women, the Women’s Group suggested, that the Fabian Society 
as a whole had “become the pioneer socialist body supporting the suffrage 
agitation”. The main purpose of the group was to lobby Labour Party members of 
the House of Commons, in an effort to persuade them for women's suffrage 
legislation.  
 
In addition to work on suffrage, the FGW also focussed on the economic position 
of women. To this end it developed lectures, conferences and pamphlets 
investigating various aspects of women’s work, paid and unpaid. For example, 
Beatrice Hutchins ‘Home work and sweating: the causes and remedies’ (Tract 
130, 1907) and The Working Life of Women, (Tract No 157, 1911) argued that 
paid employment was a vital necessity to one third of female population who 
were not only tending physically but also supporting financial their homes and 
families. Women's work opportunities were more limited than men's, and they 
could only earn between one-third and one half of male manual workers' wages 
at any time before 1914.  
 

It was against this backdrop of concern about the 
economic dependency of women as well as the 
poverty experienced by many women and children, 
that the FWG supported a special project. Maud 
Pember-Reeves, one of the FWG founders, initiated 
the Mothers’ Allowance Scheme in Lambeth, in 1909, 
run by the Motherhood Special Fund sub-committee 
of the FWG: ‘A sum of money was placed at the disposal 
of this committee in order to enable them to study the 
effect on mother and child of sufficient nourishment 
before or after birth’. The funds were most probably 
provided by Mrs Charlotte (Bernard) Shaw and 
Reeves herself. Charlotte Wilson, Honorary Secretary 
of the FWG, sat on the sub-committee. Dr Ethel 

Bentham, a pioneer in social medicine, was co-opted in 1909 and Reeve’s her 
sister in law, Effie Lascelles and her daughter Amber, assisted her as 
investigators. Reeves was given training by Beatrice Webb who had, as Beatrice 
Potter, been one of five female investigators who helped Charles Booth in his 
survey of London poverty in the 1880s. This small research group set out to 
investigate the impact of nutrition on the health of mothers and their children 
because was prompted by the recognition that considerably more infants died in 
places like Hoxton compared to Hampstead. 
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2.4 Labour Representation Committee (LRC) and Labour Party 
 
2.4.1 Labour’s Inaugural Meeting 1900 
It was noticeable that when the inaugural meeting of the LRC took place in early 
1900 there was not one female delegate.  
 

 
 
Margaret Bondfield, one of the few prominent women Trade Unionists, would 
have attended but was unable to do so.  
 

This pattern of almost complete male dominance was to 
be an abiding feature of the LRC and was not much 
improved after 1906 when it became known as the Labour 
Party. It must be remembered that at this stage the 
LRC/Labour Party was not a membership organisation 
and the only way women could attend as delegates was as 
representatives of their trade union, Trades Council or 
other affiliated organisations such as the ILP and briefly 
the SDF. After 1919 when the Labour Party became a 
membership organisation and developed Constituency 
Labour Parties and Women’s Sections the number of 

women delegates to Annual Conference improved. But the problem of under 
representation remained and continues as an issue to this day.   
 
2.4.2 Some early Pioneers 
After that initial 1900 meeting there were women delegates who attended the 
LRC Annual Conferences. The first woman to attend was Annie Lee from 
Manchester (she became a stalwart Labour Councillor and Manchester’s first 
female Alderman in 1936). The first recoded woman speaker was Isabella Ford 
 

     
         Isabella Ford              Julia Varley 
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 in 1904, an ILP delegate along with Julia Varley, both from Bradford. She spoke 
on a resolution requiring LRC MPs to introduce a Bill in parliament to extend the 
franchise to women on the same basis as parochial elections. There is no record 
of whether it passed or not but it is unlikely 
 
2.4.3 Labour and the Female Suffrage Issue 
 

 

         
 

In 1905 there were 4 women ILP delegates but no women delegates 
representing Trade Unions. Nevertheless it was the first occasion when there 
was a discussion of women’s parliamentary suffrage. A proposal sought to 
endorse the Women’s Enfranchisement Bill, which was a limited proposal that 
sought to equalise franchise between men and women. It was moved by the 
Engineers’ Union and seconded by Selina Cooper from Nelson ILP. Selina Cooper 
deserves a special mention as she was one of the first working class women to be 
elected as a socialist to a local office. She was from Nelson in Lancashire, a 
worker at a local cotton mill and in 1901 stood for election as a Poor Law 
Guardian backed by both the ILP and SDF. She was active in the suffrage 
movement, a prominent speaker up and down the country and went on to 
become a stalwart of the Labour Party and played a prominent role in the fight 
against fascism in the 30s. 
 
Harry Quelch, a member of the SDF but present as a delegate of the London 
Trades Council, opposed the motion, using the argument that this limited 
franchise would entrench the propertied class. He called instead for full adult 
suffrage but also launched an attack on middle class suffragists. Philip Snowden, 
recently married to a female suffragette supported the main motion. Emmeline 
Pankhurst also spoke but the mood was overwhelmingly against the motion and 
it lost by 483 to 270.  
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2.4.4 Women’s Labour League 

 
 
Although it comes right at the end of the period we are considering here it is 
important to mention once again the Women’s Labour League (WLL) formed in 
1906 as an institution organized exclusively for and by Labour women, and, 
eventually, affiliated to the Labour Party. This initiative followed the increase in 
the number of LRC MPs at the 1906 General Election and the decision to change 
the name to the Labour Party. At the same time the Party’s MPs formed their 
own structure known as the Parliamentary Labour Party. The purpose of WLL 
was to work with the Labour Party “for Independent Labour 
Representation……and to obtain direct Labour representation of women in 
Parliament and on all local bodies.” 
 
The key instigator of the WLL was Mary MacPherson, who became the interim 
organiser. Margaret MacDonald, wife of the Labour Party Secretary, Ramsay 
MacDonald  

 
   Margaret MacDonald with her husband Ramsay 
 



Part 2 Women and the Socialist Organisations  
The Early Years 

 Page 23 of 23 

became the President and initial meetings were held in the MacDonald’s London 
flat. Ramsay MacDonald formally wrote to the WLL to say that they should not 
claim to be an official part of the Labour Party. And there was some early tension 
around this issue. The early attendees tended to be a mix of wives of prominent 
Labour MPs, Trade Unionists and suffrage activists. At the launch of the Central 
London Branch of the WLL both Ramsay MacDonald and Keir Hardie were 
speakers. 
 
The first WLL conference was held in Leicester in 1906 attended by about 150 
women, including a contingent from the WSPU. Branches represented at the 
Conference included Central London, Bow and Bromley, Leicester, Hull and 
Preston. Efforts to commit the WLL to socialism failed. Opposition was led by 
those who argued that this would prove difficult for women working in Trade 
Unions that had not yet adopted a socialist outlook. In addition, they also stated 
that the Labour Party itself had not formally declared for socialism.  
 
Mary Macpherson soon resigned as Secretary and Mary Middleton took over. 
Mary was a miner’s daughter married to Jim Middleton, who became Ramsay 
MacDonald’s assistant. She was also Margaret MacDonald’s best friend. Another 
key figure and friend was Marion Phillips. There thus formed a closely linked and 
cosy group at the top of the WLL. 
 
The question of the League’s affiliation to the Labour Party was considered by 
the Party in 1907, but not accepted at this stage, although some limited 
arrangements was made subsequently. In 1918, after the vote was given to 
propertied women over the age of 30 and the new Labour Party constitution was 
written, the League was dissolved and its members formed the Women's Section 
of the Labour Party.  

 


