
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rwhr20

Women's History Review

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rwhr20

‘The voice of the true British housewife’: the
politics of housewifery at Labour’s women’s
conferences, 1945–1959

Lyndsey Jenkins

To cite this article: Lyndsey Jenkins (2024) ‘The voice of the true British housewife’: the politics
of housewifery at Labour’s women’s conferences, 1945–1959, Women's History Review, 33:4,
492-516, DOI: 10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 20 Nov 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 704

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rwhr20
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rwhr20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251
https://doi.org/10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rwhr20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rwhr20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20 Nov 2023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/09612025.2023.2267251&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20 Nov 2023


‘The voice of the true British housewife’: the politics of 
housewifery at Labour’s women’s conferences, 1945–1959
Lyndsey Jenkins

Department of History, University of Oxford, Oxford, UK

ABSTRACT  
Drawing on the records of Labour’s annual women’s conference, 
this article analyses why, how and with what effects women 
activists in the Labour Party claimed to represent ‘the 
housewife’ in post-war Britain. Building on longstanding traditions 
on the left, Labour women saw a politics of housewifery as the 
most effective means of advancing the interests of working-class 
women in post-war Britain, and asserted the housewife’s need for 
state intervention, good quality housing, and generous welfare 
provision. They also recognised that the housewife’s concerns 
extended far beyond her own home, and were keen to promote 
her interests in different arenas, including paid work. Yet the 
success of groups like the British Housewives League meant that 
Labour women found it increasingly difficult to pursue a left-wing 
politics of the housewife. In opposition, they began to adopt the 
language of consumerism, losing sight of the emphasis on gender 
which had made their politics distinctive. This article thus shows 
that housewifery was a malleable and contested identity in the 
post-war period, valuable to those on the left as well as non- 
partisan women and those on the right. It also provides a new 
perspective on longstanding debates over the Labour Party’s 
failure to appeal to women voters.
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Introduction

The keynote address at Labour’s 1951 women’s conference was given by Alice Bacon, MP 
for Normanton.1 Paying tribute to the tireless efforts of women activists in the Labour 
Party, Bacon explained what set the Labour women’s movement apart from other cam
paigning groups: 

We have seen since the end of the war the growth of “mushroom” women’s organisations, 
but our organisation is not one of those. We have not come together just because we want to 
criticise or because we want to grumble. Our women’s organisations have persisted through
out the years because we have faith in an idea. We have heard the voice of the true British 
housewife in this Conference.2
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What did it mean for Labour women to position themselves as ‘the voice of the true British 
housewife’? In his groundbreaking Speaking for the People Jon Lawrence sets out to identify 
‘how politicians had understood the claim to represent, and to analyse the different ways 
they had gone about trying to articulate that claim’.3 Here, I analyse why, how and with 
what effects women on the left claimed to represent ‘the housewife’ in post-war Britain. 
I argue that Labour women asserted themselves as housewives for various reasons. First, 
because it best suited their self-understanding. Second, to contest the claims of women 
on the right to embody this identity and represent housewives. Finally, and perhaps 
most significantly, they saw it as the most effective means to advance policies suited to 
the needs of working-class women within the framework of the welfare state. In pursuing 
these themes, I demonstrate that housewifery was a malleable and contested political iden
tity. It was constructed differently by women across the political spectrum, but as valuable 
and relevant to women on the left as to women on the right or non-partisan women. 
However, I also identify the difficulties these women encountered in promoting a left- 
wing politics of housewifery, and thus trace its decline through the 1950s. While Labour 
women clearly understood housewifery as a useful political identity, it proved less 
effective than they hoped. The strength of association between housewifery and the politi
cal right meant Labour men proved reluctant to respond to their claims as housewives.

These post-war Labour women followed their predecessors in prioritising (though 
not exclusively) the specific needs of working-class women within the home. They 
used the language of housewifery as a way to advance claims which would improve 
their lives, and understood the housewife’s interest as expansive and outward-looking 
rather than narrow and limited. While their party was in government from 1945 to 
1951, Labour women used housewifery as a means of challenging the discrepancies 
and anomalies emerging under the new welfare state. After the Conservative victory 
at the general election in 1951, Labour women focused on the rising costs of living, advo
cating a return to Labour’s policies of ‘fair shares’ for all through rationing. Labour 
women’s commitment to state controls and consumer protection was thus starkly 
different from a Conservative politics of the housewife which prioritised deregulation 
and choice. Nevertheless, it made little headway in a party which had become increas
ingly suspicious of claims made by housewives. As a result, their approach shifted, 
and they embraced the politics of consumption which was gaining traction in the 
wider party. However, in the process they rather lost sight of the value of the housewife 
which had distinguished their politics.

Following women’s enfranchisement, in the early 1920s Labour women pursued a dis
tinctive political agenda, championing radical causes such as birth control even in the 
face of party indifference or hostility.4 Building on a long tradition of women’s involve
ment in local government, they were often able to achieve significant influence.5 Their 
successes were vital in reorienting Labour towards social welfare measures, laying the 
foundations for the expansion of the welfare state after Labour’s landslide victory and 
first majority government in 1945.6 The women’s organisations were highly effective at 
recruiting, politicising and mobilising women, and were sites of profound meaning 
and attachment.7 But though a few women, such as Ellen Wilkinson or Margaret 
Bondfield, achieved high office and public prominence, women were undoubtedly mar
ginalised within formal party structures and cultures.8 Historians have usually argued 
that the women’s organisations in the Labour Party declined after painful failures to 
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improve their own status in the Party and make headway over issues such as family allow
ances.9 In the post-war period, it has been seen as an ageing and moribund organisation, 
even contributing to Labour’s electoral problems by refusing to change.10

Other scholarship, however, has taken a more optimistic view, showing that some 
women’s sections remained active and assertive spaces.11 Betty Boothroyd attended the 
local women’s section in Dewsbury with her mother, describing it as having ‘a flourishing 
life of its own before political correctness became the rage.’12 Joyce Gould, who became 
the chief women’s officer in 1975, argued that ‘it was the women members that led the 
way’ in ensuring the ‘party was seen as part of the wider community, part of the life of 
the city’ and that ‘these women were the bedrock of the party’.13 Despite the historiogra
phical assertion that ambitious women took little interest in the women’s organisations, 
several leading figures in the party, including MPs like Millie Miller and Joan Maynard– 
the latter in particular neither a shrinking violet nor a party loyalist–gained valuable 
experience at women’s conference.14 Christine Collette, who has also examined Labour 
women’s conferences from 1945 to 1951, argues that Labour women acted as 
‘confident colleagues, rather than suffering sisters’. In her view, though they failed to 
‘develop an ideology of gender’ they nevertheless continued to set out a distinctive 
agenda, committed to peace, equal pay, and most successfully, social welfare.15 A 
failure to appreciate these efforts tends to encourage particular and narrow ways of 
understanding women’s activism in the twentieth century, disregarding the activity of 
women outside specifically ‘feminist’ organisations and reinforcing outdated notions 
of ‘waves’ of activity.16 Even if they apparently met with limited success, it is important 
to identify both what Labour women wanted and how they sought to achieve it.

Housewifery had long been central to working-class women’s sense of identity and 
self-worth, and thus provided a powerful basis for mobilising and organising.17 The 
Women’s Co-Operative Guild had been founded to act as a trade union for housewives, 
and was rejuvenated during the Second World War.18 Labour women developed what 
Karen Hunt has termed a ‘politics of the home’ and June Hannam has called ‘a politics 
of everyday life’ which focused on issues such as food, consumption, housing, and clean
liness.19 Nor was the emphasis on housewifery unique to Labour women. Indeed, both 
before and after the Second World War, housewifery was often more readily associated 
with, and capitalised on, by the Conservative Party.20 Women’s voluntary organisations 
also used their identification as housewives to assert their value as they campaigned to 
improve women’s lives through strengthened social welfare provision.21 A more idiosyn
cratic and less constructive approach was taken by the British Housewives League. This 
high profile populist group, established in 1946 to resist rationing, claimed to represent 
housewives fed up with shortages and sacrifice. It quickly became a focal point for resist
ing austerity, state controls and even the National Health Service.22

Yet a distinctively left-wing politics of the housewife continued into the immediate 
post-war period alongside these better-known campaigns. This positively celebrated 
state control as the means to ensure fairness for the working-class housewife, while 
also critiquing how it operated in practice. In analysing this politics, this article contrib
utes to the growing body of literature examining housewifery as an identity which 
justified, and even required, political participation, rather than a retreat into the home: 
showing that this was valuable to Labour women too.23 In doing so, it also contributes 
to the scholarship which insists that Labour women did not choose between prioritising 
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women and prioritising the working-classes, but rather focused on the needs of working- 
class women.24 Further, it qualifies the literature which emphasises the decline of 
women-centred activism in the Labour Party from the 1930s, instead highlighting its 
continuities as well as its challenges.25 Building on Collette’s argument that the Attlee 
years ‘represented a high point of women’s experience of Labour Party and trade 
union participation’, it suggests that a politics of the housewife attentive to the particular 
needs of working-class women was a source of that strength.26

To consider how Labour women articulated their political demands, this article draws 
on the records of Labour’s women’s conferences. These drew together women from 
various local and regional branches of socialist women’s organisations. Most representa
tives came from the women’s sections: local groups of women which were organised at 
ward, branch or constituency level depending on the local party structure.27 They were 
also attended by other representatives from co-operatives guilds and trades unions, who 
provided important contributions.28 Women’s conference represented an important 
occasion to debate local views at a national level. Local delegates spoke alongside promi
nent figures like female MPs, union leaders, and the chief women’s officer, Mary Suther
land.29 Conference debates and resolutions informed the yearly programme of the 
Standing Joint Committee of Working Women’s Organisations (SJCWWO). This 
brought together senior leaders of female organisations affiliated to the Labour 
Party.30 The Chief Woman Officer, who served as the secretary for the SJCWWO, 
then wrote the report of their activities which, in turn, informed the conference 
agenda. But grassroots activists also used this platform to articulate their experiences, 
express their views, put forward ideas and support or challenge existing policies.

These records therefore provide important insights into the political ambitions and 
strategies of Labour women. As Susan Lawrence MP had argued earlier in the century, 
‘we see here … ordinary women putting forward in their own words demands which 
would suffice to change the face of the world as we know it.’31 In contrast, the official 
party publication, Labour Woman, tended to take a didactic approach. It provided 
instructions and advice about how to develop local branches, including suggesting dis
cussion topics. There was little space for activists to develop and discuss alternatives. 
In contrast, records of Labour’s women’s conference offer an opportunity to understand 
the perspectives of grassroots activists. Attention to these voices is especially important 
given how muted they were in mainstream Labour conferences. For example, in 1951, 
women made up just 96 of the 611 delegates from constituency Labour parties and 17 
of the 572 delegates from trades unions.32

There are, of course, limitations to these sources. Conference records are not always 
strictly verbatim.33 The records from 1947 contain vague references to ‘an interruption’ 
and an unauthorised speaker. In fact, the conference was infiltrated first by local Conser
vative women and then a member of the British Housewives League, who both succeeded 
in disrupting proceedings.34 Nor can the views voiced at conference be seen as ‘represen
tative’ of women’s views across the Labour Party. They represent the perspective of those 
activists who had the time, resources and support to attend a conference held over several 
days often far from their homes. In fact, in 1954 more than eighty per cent of women’s 
sections did not send a representative to women’s conference. After this, reforms were 
brought in to strengthen participation.35 The lack of a full list of participants mean 
that it is not possible to draw any conclusions about the delegates, nor to analyse 
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them by class, religion, age or ethnicity.36 However, there was a perception in the wider 
party that conference was dominated by older women and was failing to engage with 
younger women.37 Though it is important to be alert to the possibility of ageist assump
tions here, Labour women did share this concern.

Women’s conference had very little impact on the overall party programme. It was 
supposed to be an annual event but, despite requests that it should be attached to the 
main Party conference, was shunted around the calendar, and even cancelled during 
the election year of 1950. It frequently took place when Parliament was sitting, limiting 
opportunities for women MPs to attend.38 Resolutions at women’s conferences were not 
binding on the wider party and there was no formal mechanism which required policy 
making bodies to take account of their decisions.39 The Chief Woman Officer provided 
a short report each year to the main conference, but there was little sense that the full 
conference agenda was informed by concerns at women’s conference.40 Issues such as 
women’s pensions, for example, which dominated women’s conference, received 
limited attention in the wider conference. Meanwhile, women’s conference shared the 
commitment to comprehensive education which was central to Labour’s politics in the 
1950s, but their interests on child welfare and education ranged far more widely, encom
passing nurseries, adoption, juvenile delinquency, disabled children, ‘neglected’ children, 
and so-called ‘maladjusted children’. The only issue of longstanding shared concern was 
equal pay, discussed further below. But though women’s conference was not necessarily 
important to the wider Party, it was evidently important to the participants themselves.

The housewife and the home in Labour women’s politics

Housewifery had long occupied a central role in British society, culture and politics. But 
it had taken on new significance during the Second World War.41 Women’s contri
butions on the home front–such as cooking, cleaning, and caring, as much as their 
employment in uniformed services or factories–had been understood as crucial contri
butions to the war effort, including by women themselves.42 What happened in the 
home had profound implications for morale, well-being and ultimately, the country’s 
ability to emerge victorious from the war: it was thus a political and public, rather 
than merely a private, concern.43 The Beveridge report therefore paid particular attention 
to the housewife’s concerns and claims to citizenship, albeit in ways that inscribed gen
dered norms and female dependency.44 In the post-war era too, women’s commitment to 
austerity was understood as essential to the nation’s economic security and prosperity. 
Women acted as a ‘buffer’ which absorbed successive shocks to the family economy, 
scrimping, saving, and protecting their families from the full consequences of 
shortages.45 At the same time, domesticity took on renewed social and cultural impor
tance.46 This created political opportunities for women, enabling them to capitalise on 
the value of their contribution as they asserted their own rights and needs. While scholars 
have sometimes suggested that the Labour Party placed too much emphasis on women’s 
domestic roles, it is important to remember, as Caitríona Beaumont reminds us, that 
most women at the time were, and saw themselves as, wives and mothers.47

Labour women never defined exactly what it meant to be a housewife. Indeed, it was 
often used as a synonym for ‘adult woman’. This rested on an assumption that for most 
women, domestic labour occupied most of their time and energy and was central to their 
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sense of self. Indeed, Labour women were keen to raise the status of domestic labour, and 
as such, were enthusiastic champions of the National Institute of Houseworkers (NIH), 
which they saw as crucial to raising the status of domestic work not only for servants but 
for all women.48 Housewifery placed women within their family context, implying that 
they were responsible, caring, and trustworthy citizens, devoted to kin and community. 
The use of housewife was a more inclusive term than ‘mother’, since it included both 
married women without children and those with children who had left home. It also 
incorporated those who also undertook paid work, since they remained primarily 
responsible for domestic labour. Indeed, among Labour women there was a recognition 
that housewifery involved multiple responsibilities. Alice Bacon argued that during the 
war there had been a blurring of the boundaries in different roles so that ‘the woman 
within the home became also the trade union woman at work while the trade union 
woman became the woman with the basket’.49 This was in contrast to the wider party, 
which struggled to cope with ‘modern anomalies such as married women workers’.50 

Housewifery could thus unite women around shared experience and resonate outside 
their own organisation. But it might also gloss over differences, such as those between 
single and married women. It might also mask other silences: for example, around race.51

Like earlier generations of Labour women activists, Labour women sought to identify 
themselves as housewives as a means of justifying their political participation and their 
claims. But this was not an opportunistic move. It entirely reflected their self-understand
ing as ‘responsible women’ who could be trusted to work for the nation’s economic and 
social recovery.52 They were keen to emphasise that women’s sections would work ‘with 
devotion, but a real sense of responsibility’.53 Paying tribute to the recently deceased 
councillor Mrs Cartmell from Oldbury, Mary Sutherland claimed that she ‘typified the 
sturdy, forthright, commonsense, toleration and devotion of the Women’s Sections’.54

This commitment to constructive effort in the service of the nation was important, 
because it helped position Labour women’s politics of the housewife as distinctive 
from other women’s claims. Labour women were keen to distance themselves from 
any association with feminism. In 1946, Alice Bacon argued that ‘our Labour women’s 
movement has never been a merely feminist one, shouting shrilly for the rights of 
women. Our scope is much wider and covers a variety of activities and subjects … we 
are at the forefront in great questions of social welfare.’55 Accordingly, they resisted, 
for example, the idea that claims for equal pay might be termed a feminist demand.56 

But they were equally keen to distinguish themselves from women’s activism on the 
right. Where the British Housewives League would only carp and complain, Labour 
women would place themselves at the government’s service. They would be willing com
rades in the hard but essential work of rebuilding the nation: positioning themselves as 
positive and constructive, rather than negative and destructive. Accordingly, in 1947, the 
conference chair, Florence Hancock, made arch reference to ‘organizations of women 
under self-appointed leaders who have not scrupled to make the worst of the situation, 
to make mischief for political ends, to foment the feelings of disappointment and dissa
tisfaction arising out of the conditions of scarcity and shortage affecting the home and the 
housewife’. Mary Sutherland likewise commended women’s sections on the work they 
had done to tackle the ‘anti-Government campaign’ of the British Housewives 
League.57 Labour women’s politics of housewifery was not simply a reaction to the poli
tics of the British Housewives League. Nevertheless, the extraordinary impact of the 
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League caused Labour women great anxiety, and it continued to influence their thinking 
long after it disappeared from mainstream political debate towards the end of 1947.58 In 
1955, for example, Mrs Souness, from the Carlisle Women’s Constituency Committee, 
proposed that there ‘ought to be a Labour Women’s Housewife’s League’.59 As late as 
1959, the future MP Millie Miller warned that ‘buried under the ashes of the ration 
books of many years before, there were people like the members of the Housewives’ 
League waiting to catch them out at every turn.’60

Labour women believed that nothing benefited the housewife more than a Labour 
government. In their view, full employment meant an end to the worries and uncertainty 
which had plagued housewives. Most of the married Labour women depended on their 
husband’s ability to gain regular, well-paying work, and remembered all too well the con
sequences of long-term unemployment which had characterised the 1930s.61 The relief 
that they could look forward to ‘freedom from the great fear of continuous unemploy
ment’ was palpable.62 If, as one delegate claimed, ‘the chief concern of the woman in 
the home was the wage packet and its regularity’ then their expectations were more 
than met.63

Further, and in direct contrast to the complaints of the British Housewives League, 
Labour women believed that the Labour government’s commitment to promoting afford
able and accessible foodstuffs through subsidies, rationing and controls, was the means of 
guaranteeing affordable prices and a certain standard of living for all. Consequently, they 
were enthusiastic champions of these policies. Labour women pointed out the dramatic 
price rises in other countries and claimed ‘every housewife should be thankful that the 
Government had kept rigid price control on basic necessities’.64 Coupons were under
stood as ‘the housewife’s protection’, a temporary solution while supply remained 
limited.65 The SJCWWO claimed that while housewives might find rationing 
‘irksome’, it was the only way to guarantee ‘fair shares and equitable distribution’.66

Finally, Labour women argued that the security of the welfare state, particularly the 
National Health Service and social security provision, meant housewives could be 
confident that they and their children would be cared for.67 ‘No section of the nation 
will gain more from the Heath Service than the women in the home,’ asserted the 
chair, Margaret Allen, in 1948. Without such a service, working-class housewives fre
quently could not afford to visit the doctor, and often did not do so until it was too 
late.68 Consequently, the following year, the chair, Rose Whyatt, claimed that ‘for the 
first time in our history, working-class housewives and mothers have been given a real 
sense of security’ through full employment, social security and the national health 
service, while food subsidies meant ‘the British housewife had almost the cheapest diet 
in the world’.69 In sum, the Labour government had provided ‘a square deal for the 
housewife and mother’.70 As the election approached, Mary Sutherland instructed her 
comrades to ‘make every housewife aware of what she and her family have owed to 
the Government since 1945’.71 This has been borne out by subsequent analysis: con
sumption increased, nutrition improved, public health enhanced, and inequality nar
rowed during Attlee’s term in office.72

But their support was not unqualified. Their commitment to the government ‘did not 
mean,’ insisted Alma Birk, representing Finchley North Ward women’s section in 1949, 
‘that housewives should make no comment on the Government’s policy’.73 In particular, 
the coupon system needed to be improved ‘at a time when every housewife was at her 
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wits’ end’, in the words of Mrs Hall, a delegate from Wythenshawe.74 In theory, coupons 
needed for the household–such as for linen–came out of the household budget. In prac
tice, they came out of the housewife’s allocation.75 Towards the end of 1949, when deva
luation drove up the cost of living, delegates suggested far-reaching government action 
focusing on curbing profits, bringing down the costs of children’s clothing, removing 
the purchase tax, and increasing the utility range. The removal of rationing on sweets 
had led to unmanageable demand and its swift re-introduction. In the light of this 
debacle, Labour women proposed a series of resolutions affirming their commitment 
to rationing, especially of commodities like soap.76 They were especially concerned 
with the cost of fresh fruit and vegetables. They also consistently raised questions 
about the quality and cleanliness of foodstuffs, passing resolution after resolution on 
food hygiene and preparation.77 ‘The housewives should be given a square deal in 
these matters’ insisted Jessie Stephen, representing the Clerical and Administrative 
Workers’ Union.78

Labour women also sought ways to make the housewife’s life easier. The self-service 
shop was presented as one important route to achieving this–a modern, scientific 
approach to shopping which would reduce waste of both time and food.79 Altering the 
hours shops were open to better suit the ‘harassed housewife’ was more controversial, 
owing to the demands it would place on shop workers.80 The quality of housing was a 
regular concern.81 The home, of course, played a central role in their lives, and as 
Eirene White MP put it in 1952, ‘the home is the woman’s workshop’.82 These workshops 
often represented poor working conditions. Some demands were as basic as ensuring that 
cold water taps were available in rented accommodation.83 Other delegates asked that the 
standards of the new council housing, with ‘first-class kitchen equipment, cupboard 
room, drying cupboards’ were ‘considered as the minimum and provided for housewives 
wherever possible.’84 But the wider housebuilding programme received surprisingly little 
attention.85 In 1948, when Aneurin Bevan, the Minister for Health with responsibility for 
housing, attended the women’s conference, the debate concentrated on cost rather than 
quantity, and on the intricacies of the tied cottage system.86

Labour women also looked to the developing welfare state to provide appropriate 
support and protection for women. Two priorities in particular recurred over the 
period. First, Labour women were especially concerned with the rights of widows and 
the treatment of older women under the new social security system. These concerns 
probably reflected their own demographic makeup as well as the inadequacies of the 
existing framework. However, there were a range of opinions on the nature of the pro
blems as well as on the possible solutions. In particular, there were debates about how the 
needs of widows might be balanced against the needs of single women within the welfare 
state. These discussions reflected wider differences in understandings of capabilities, 
rights and responsibilities. Many delegates at women’s conference insisted that the 
widow–who might have been out of the labour market for many years–needed to be pro
tected through generous benefits. But union activists cautioned that older women 
workers were already likely to be seen as dispensable, and countered that older women 
could still make a valuable contribution to the labour market.87

Second, Labour women were also deeply concerned with women’s experiences as 
mothers, and especially as new mothers. There were extensive debates about how 
women might be supported through effective pre- and post-natal care, and a clear 
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desire to ensure that maternity care was prioritised in the nascent NHS. Their objectives 
were to increase provision and improve quality, ensuring that working-class women were 
able to access the quality of care available to the ‘well-to-do’.88 In 1949, Councillor Mrs 
Topping, representing Hanwell North women’s section, introduced a motion which 
aimed to reduce the distance and time pregnant women needed to travel for their 
appointments. Mary Sutherland defended the government line and insisted this was a 
matter for local health authorities, but the motion was defeated only by a relatively 
narrow margin.89 They were especially concerned that women were able to take a 
proper break immediately after giving birth, though there were varied opinions about 
whether home or hospital might be best.90 Home helps were also seen as an invaluable 
service for the ill or elderly, as well as women with newborns.91

During Labour’s term in office then, Labour women sought to work within the broad 
parameters set by the government, but also to offer constructive criticism and present 
achievable and meaningful refinements to policies grounded in their own experiences 
as housewives. On austerity, where the government was perhaps most vulnerable to 
attack, they were very ready in defence. Where other groups enumerated and emphasised 
the housewife’s grievances and demands, Labour women instead constructed an image of 
the housewife as more than willing to play her part in the reconstruction of the nation, for 
which she would be richly rewarded by the bounty of the welfare state.

The centrality of the housewife to their debates was a marked contrast to her fleeting 
appearances at Labour’s full conference. In 1949, for example, the conference chair, 
James Griffiths, framed support for women in terms of their roles as mothers rather 
than housewives: 

In our new programme we recognise the duty of facing up squarely and of solving these pro
blems which concern our people, particularly the mothers, in their everyday life-the pro
blems we have in the cost of living, food and homes … the mothers carry a heavy burden 
but our social services are helping them to carry it more easily.92

The following year, Edith Summerskill drew attention to the need to save the housewife 
time and energy, referencing how the cost of fruit and vegetables was an ongoing concern 
for women’s sections.93 But the debate as a whole discussed questions of marketing and 
distribution with reference to the supposedly gender neutral consumer or to the impact 
on the male wage packet. John Muir, a delegate from Dundee, referred to the ‘married 
men in this hall’ who ‘will realise why their wives complain about just how little 6d 
will buy’.94 Housewives were present neither in the imagination nor in the flesh.

The politics of the housewife beyond the home

This politics of the housewife was by no means limited to concerns about domesticity and 
consumption. On the contrary, conference debates ranged widely, from mental illness to 
the potential ill-effects of the cinema. In particular, Labour women were consistently con
cerned with foreign policy, particularly with the best way to preserve peace. Acute 
anxieties about nuclear weaponry were a constant feature of women’s conference.95 

Thus as with earlier generations of Labour activists, Labour women’s self-identification 
as housewives did not restrict them to a narrow agenda but was used to justify their inter
est in a full range of economic, social, and foreign policy concerns. The assumption was 
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that if housewives were understood as equal citizens, then they must be understood as full 
citizens, ready and able to face all the country’s challenges. Indeed, this more expansive 
outlook distinguished women’s politics from the wider party’s assumption that the inter
ests of the housewife were solely related to their home and family.

At the same time, Labour women sought to reframe particular questions as relevant to 
the housewife. Where Christine Collette has argued that Labour women activists ‘chose 
not to emphasise gender issues’, I suggest instead that they were expanding the notion of 
what might be understood as ‘women’s issues’.96 Labour women felt both entitled and 
equipped to debate, for example, devaluation, the public ownership of industry, or 
rural electrification-the latter especially framed as of particular importance to the house
wife.97 These were questions which would impact the lives of every citizen, and especially 
mattered to working-class people who gained the most from full employment and a 
robust welfare state.98 As a result, a proposal in 1946 to appoint a woman Minister for 
social welfare was defeated.99 This reflected Labour women’s broad consensus that no 
question was wholly a woman’s question, nor were there any political questions off- 
limits to women. There was, however, a profound commitment to increasing women’s 
political participation, not just within the Labour party, but on local councils, in Parlia
ment, and on public bodies. Rejecting a comment from a colleague that sex did not 
matter, Councillor Mrs Fletcher, from Penn and St Phillips women’s section in Wolver
hampton, argued that ‘working-class women should be represented on councils because 
they could put forward the point of view that the men knew nothing about’.100 It is, of 
course, not possible to provide a detailed analysis of the full range of their interests 
here. Instead, this section focuses on how Labour women understood and sought to 
support the housewife’s relationship to paid work.

After the Second World War, the supposed social desirability of women returning to 
their ‘normal’ lives within the home was reinforced by a renewed celebration of domes
ticity in popular culture, and exacerbated by pronatalist concerns about the birthrate and 
the popularisation of psychological theories which warned of the dangers of maternal 
deprivation. But these were also tempered by economic realities. Government and 
employers were desperate to encourage women’s contribution to the labour market, 
albeit on a temporary basis in a limited range of supposedly suitable industries.101 

Women sought to reconcile these competing and contradictory discourses while also 
making their own choices about what would best suit their families, and, increasingly, 
themselves. As a consequence, there was a striking growth in the numbers of married 
women working, especially once their children were a little older. By 1951, 21.7% per 
cent of married women were in paid work, compared with just 10% in 1931.102 Their 
demand for more flexible opportunities meant the post-war period also saw the begin
nings of a growth in part-time work. This would ultimately become a defining character
istic of women’s employment in late twentieth century Britain, entrenching significant 
disadvantages as well as offering the practical ability to combine multiple roles. Idealised 
versions of the family adhering to gendered norms were thus increasingly out of step with 
realities. Social mores, and women’s self-understandings, both began to shift 
accordingly.103

Labour women were caught up in these contradictory currents: keen to promote 
women’s interests, but not always agreed on what those interests were, and mindful 
not to appear too critical of the government. Their attitude to equal pay provides one 

WOMEN’S HISTORY REVIEW 501



example. There were unanimous motions calling for implementation in 1946.104 In June 
1947, however, the Chancellor, Hugh Dalton, set out the government’s response to the 
Royal Commission on Equal Pay. He reaffirmed Labour’s commitment to the principle, 
but deferred implementation on the grounds that it was unaffordable, and likely to drive 
inflation without improving productivity.105 This was hugely controversial, but after 
months of pressure, Labour women reluctantly acquiesced.106 This has been seen as evi
dence both of unwavering loyalty and relative weakness.107 Nevertheless, there was great 
disquiet at women’s conference. Several women complained that it was counterproduc
tive to try and incentivise women into the workforce without offering a fair wage. Mrs 
Bourne, a trade unionist from the Association of Engineering and Shipbuilding 
Draughtsman, insisted it was ‘of vital importance, especially to mothers and housewives’, 
since lower wages for women undercut men’s wages.108 Others, however, urged restraint. 
Accepting the government position was framed as a noble sacrifice and a temporary 
delay, with the clear expectation that their patience would soon be rewarded.109 It was 
not.

Equal pay was a rare example of a policy specifically affecting women which regularly 
featured at the main conference too. Indeed, the full party conference was ahead of the 
leadership in demanding its immediate implementation.110 Equal pay was soon back on 
the agenda at women’s conference too, and was pursued with renewed vigour when 
Labour entered opposition.111 In 1955, Labour women, led by Mrs Peel from the Electri
cal Trades Union, complained that the Party’s failure to act on this issue more decisively 
had meant they lost ground to the Tories. Further, the legislation their opponents had 
introduced had overlooked women in industry.112 This constant insistence on this prin
ciple was necessary. As other scholars have noted, a supposed ‘oversight’ meant that a 
commitment to equal pay was missed out of the first draft of Challenge to Britain, a 
key policy document published by the Party in 1953.113 In the meantime, women 
focused on increasing unionisation among paid workers, arguing that industries where 
women were unionised were achieving successes in gaining equal pay agreements.114 

Indeed, union women were at the forefront of Labour women’s demands for equality.115 

For example, a 1958 resolution from Miss Horan, representing the National Union of 
General and Municipal Workers, called for equal educational opportunities for girls in 
science and industry.116

Equal pay was not the only concern in relation to paid work. Labour women were keen 
to demonstrate their readiness to engage in paid work as part of their service to the 
nation. However, they were concerned that housewives were being asked to shoulder a 
disproportionate burden. In 1947, when demand for women’s labour was most acute, 
Anne Godwin from the Clerical and Administrative Workers Union complained that 
‘it had never been part of the policy of Labour women that women should do two 
jobs, and one aspect of the production drive was that married women were called 
upon to do more than their fair share of the work of the country.’ She was followed 
by Amy Wild from the Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers, who reminded 
delegates that women in paid work ‘were efficient housekeepers and they were disturbed 
that they could not do their job at homekeeping so well’ with their increased burdens. 
They set out a platform of policies which housewives would need if they were to 
juggle multiple responsibilities, including part-time and flexible working, the provision 
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of meals, good working conditions and equal pay.117 The MP Leah Manning took this 
message to Labour’s full conference, arguing that: 

we have to find some way to show the women that they can make the best of both worlds, 
that they can help their country in its great fight for production, but at the same time they 
can look after their homes; they can have a happy life for their children; they can make a 
comfortable place for their men to live in and they can have some form of recreation.118

One element of this programme was nurseries. During the war, the government had con
sidered these necessary but temporary: neither desirable for children, nor, despite evident 
demand, desired by women. After the war, responsibility for funding nurseries was 
passed to local authorities, resulting in higher fees and widespread closures.119 As with 
equal pay, Labour women were not consistent in their approach to this issue, and 
their support waxed and waned.120 In 1946, Labour women passed an expansive resol
ution which went as far as to recognise that it was not only mothers in paid work who 
might need access to high quality nursery care: housewives too had a right to ‘rest and 
relaxation’.121 The following year, however, a government campaign aimed at tackling 
labour shortages had prompted concerns that women with young children were being 
encouraged to enter paid work.122 The government insisted this was not the case. 
Keen not to add to the pressure on this issue, Labour women heavily defeated a resolution 
calling for greater government support for nurseries.123

Yet by 1948, delegates once again supported a motion in support of greater nursery 
provision, although with the caveat that women should not be ‘shirking their responsi
bilities’ or using them to ‘“dump” their children’.124 Their commitment was reaffirmed in 
1952, since, according to Mabel Crout JP, nurseries were mostly used by working-class 
women and not ‘Tories’.125 By 1957, however, nurseries were conceptualised by the 
chair, Alice Wood, as part of Labour’s overall education programme.126 Some delegates, 
such as Mrs Talbert from East Walthamstow women’s section, emphasised their impor
tance to working mothers, warned against untrained childminders, and suggested they 
might even ‘prevent the break up of problem families’. But Councillor Mrs Galvin 
from Dover ‘felt it was wrong’ Labour women should campaign for day nurseries and 
should instead prioritise ‘better wages, so that mothers could stay home and look after 
their children’.127 Attitudes towards nursery provision were thus ambiguous, and 
Labour women’s varied views were indicative of the tensions between the housewife’s 
varied responsibilities as mother and worker.

Housewives in opposition and the shift to consumption

If bitterly disappointed by Labour’s defeat to the Conservatives in 1951, Labour women 
were also galvanised and united by their opposition to the new government. Initially, 
Labour women intensified their focus on the rising cost of living, including the price 
of essential goods like coal, and particularly, the high cost of food, which primarily 
affected the housewife.128 ‘It is the housewives and mothers who are going to bear the 
burden in more worry, more work, more self sacrifice,’ claimed the chair, Councillor 
Jessie Smith JP, in 1952. ‘They have endured the irritations, inconveniences, and hard
ships of shortages and restrictions for over twelve years. But they are reasonable and sen
sible, and the great majority have not complained, because they felt they were getting a 
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fair deal.’129 In their view, the Conservative government undermined fairness. Labour 
women lamented cuts to taxes, reductions in food subsidies, and the suspension of the 
utility scheme, as policies which fostered inequality.130 An emergency resolution intro
duced by Alice Bacon in 1953 condemned the fact that the Budget offered tax relief 
for furs, cars, cosmetics, and jewellery but not for clothes, textiles, and footwear.131 A 
campaign against the purchase tax on essential goods lasted throughout the decade.132 

Led by Florence Hancock, Labour women also attacked reductions to the NIH budget, 
emphasising that its graduates were invaluable to working-class households in need of 
assistance.133

The concept of the ‘ordinary’ housewife was central to these arguments. Labour 
women were keen to assert that they were ‘the ordinary housewives of the country’.134 

Claire Langhamer has shown that many women defined themselves, and were defined 
by others, both as ‘ordinary’ and as ‘housewives’.135 Indeed, ‘ordinariness’ itself was 
central to shifting notions of individual identity, and thus integral to political discourse 
in post-war Britain.136 For Labour women, ordinariness had a class dimension. Through
out the 1950s, Labour women looked back to the 1930s. They recalled the hunger, want 
and misery, and were wary that these might return.137 They saw Conservative politics as 
attentive to the needs of, in the words of the MP Jean Mann, ‘mink clad, well powdered 
women’.138 This politics focused on the costs of fridges, washing machines and televi
sions, rather than milk, butter and bacon.139 ‘Ordinariness’ was thus central to making 
the case for austerity politics. Austerity benefited the ‘ordinary’ woman, not the 
wealthy and privileged women who demanded too much and gave too little. Ordinariness 
was also a way to position their lived experience in opposition to officials and experts, 
whose facts and figures did not reflect the realities of their daily burdens. As Mary Suther
land put it in 1951, these were women speaking ‘from their experience of life as women 
who had learned their economics the hard way’.140 Denouncing the increases in the cost 
of living in 1954, Mrs Gibbs, from the Earlestown women’s section, rejected the supposed 
stability of the retail prices index, since ‘any housewife knew’ that prices had increased.141

Where the Conservative government entrusted distribution to the market, Labour 
women looked to state intervention to balance the needs of all members of the commu
nity. This would mean that the consumer did not thrive at the expense of the producer; 
towns and cities would not succeed at the expense of rural communities, and that British 
prosperity did not rest on the exploitation of peoples abroad.142 Labour women did not 
want to replicate the supposed selfishness of their Tory counterparts, but to recognise the 
interconnected and interdependent webs of common interest and mutual obligation 
binding producers and consumers together. Speaking to women’s conference in 1954, 
for example, Barbara Castle MP called for ‘a united front of the growers and the house
wives’.143 Labour women claimed they were neither selfish nor sectional, but ‘had the 
country’s interests at heart’.144 In contrast, when criticising the introduction of new pre
scription charges, Miss Foggin, from the Socialist Medical Association, asserted that ‘the 
Tory Government had in one blow divided the country into classes’.145

Yet Labour women had only limited success in persuading the party of the merits of a 
socialist politics of housewifery. The ideological, social and cultural barriers which 
tended to marginalise women remained strong despite Labour women’s continuing 
efforts to assert their interests. Indeed, their self-conception as ‘devoted and self-sacrifi
cing’ women, committed to duty and service meant that Labour women were unlikely to 
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engage in wholescale rebellion.146 The political context was equally important. The 
success of the British Housewives League meant that male colleagues within the party 
were increasingly suspicious of a discourse which was so effectively deployed by 
women on the right. Though the League was independent, the Conservatives were cer
tainly delighted to capitalise on their efforts. Meanwhile, within the Labour Party, it 
was perceived as little more than a front for the Tories.147

Successive defeats in the 1951 and 1955 elections worsened Labour women’s position 
still further. Whether or not it was true that the women’s vote accounted for Labour’s 
electoral fortunes, it was certainly widely believed within the Party.148 In the wake of 
the 1950 results, Herbert Morrison MP noted that ‘in one or two quarters I have 
heard the complaint, which we usually hear following on disappointing election 
results, to the effect that “the women have let us down”.’ While Morrison did not necess
arily agree–he leaned more towards a class-based, than gender-based, explanation–he did 
worry that ‘even some of the working-class housewives went wrong’ as well as ‘a substan
tial number of middle class housewives’.149 Internal analysis of the polling also high
lighted the specificities of women’s voting patterns. Support among women as a whole 
was lower, but there was a larger swing away from Labour among men. While support 
for Labour among middle-class women had fallen sharply, support among working- 
class women, and thus women as a whole, had actually increased. In the light of these 
findings, it is extraordinary that the associated report suggested ‘it is easy to picture 
the happy results that would follow if working men could only persuade their wives to 
share their opinions.’150 An internal discussion on the election results held that while 
women ‘did not let us down’ they were ‘susceptible to the snob appeal of Toryism’.151 

These attitudes persisted into the following election campaign. The MP Tony Benn, 
who had won his seat in a by-election months previously, commented in his diary that 
‘the housewives are our weakest spot, and I am sure that with men alone voting we 
would win easily’.152

These views were shared by Labour women too.153 At the 1952 conference, trade 
unionist Miss Baddeley proclaimed that ‘everyone knew that the last election was lost 
mainly in the queue at the butcher’s or the grocer’s. The Tory party successfully directed 
its shallow propaganda at the housewife.’154 She was reprimanded by Mary Sutherland, 
but was by no means an isolated voice. At the 1955 conference, the MP Jean Mann 
‘appealed to housewives not to let the Tories pull the wool over their eyes again’.155 

Labour women saw it as their particular responsibility to address this. They consistently 
asserted the value of their contribution to Labour’s electoral campaigns and specifically 
claimed they were best placed to persuade other housewives to vote for the Party. At the 
1953 conference, for example, Mrs Wood, representing the National Union of General 
and Municipal Workers said that ‘the women were the people who could turn the 
vote’.156 But from the perspective of the wider party, they appeared to be failing in 
that task. Indeed, Steven Fielding argues that women’s sections were increasingly under
stood as an obstacle rather than an asset in mobilising the women’s vote.157

This is not entirely fair. Labour women insisted on the importance of winning over 
women. The SJCWWO had warned that ‘the importance of housewives’ problems 
today’ (defined as housing, social security, education and the cost of living) should be 
central to the Party’s campaign for the 1950 General Election.158 In 1955, Mrs Hope 
from the Clapham Women’s Constituency called for a Ministry of Consumer Welfare 
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which would help the party ‘appeal to the housewives of Britain’.159 The problem was not 
so much that Labour women could not mobilise women voters, rather that the Party itself 
failed to heed their advice. When he visited Labour women’s conference in 1958, the 
party chair, Tom Driberg, said that he disagreed with ‘the Martha and Mary attitude: 
that men should do the high abstract thinking and mediation on important political 
issues, and that women, like Martha should always be cumbered about with much 
serving, and have to do the humdrum chores’.160 But this was not borne out in practice. 
Internal reviews sought to maximise women’s contribution to electioneering rather than 
increase their involvement in policy making.161 It was claimed that ‘the most effective 
work can be carried on by women members of the Party in shopping queues, shopping 
centres and by house to house canvassing’.162 Male attendees to women’s conference 
continually praised women’s organisational capacities and contribution to election 
efforts. It is notable, however, that the General Secretary’s report on the 1951 election 
results refers only to the work of Mary Sutherland under ‘women’s activities’.163 

Whether he did not know or did not care what the rest of the organisation had been 
doing is unclear.

At the same time, Labour women’s conference itself was clearly in decline as a space 
for creative innovation or distinctive policy making. The 1955 conference report com
mented approvingly that the resolutions from the 1954 conference were already in 
harmony with party policy so required no action.164 That year, Mrs Souness, representing 
Carlisle Women’s Constituency Committee, introduced a resolution expressing a convic
tion that ‘the only hope of restraining the cost of living lies in Labour’s economic and 
financial policies.’165 Conference was committed to what Mrs Gibbons from Edinburgh 
termed ‘nationalisation to help the housewife’, though, as she noted, nationalisation had 
not kept prices down.166 As this suggests, Labour women tended to propose a return to 
the policies already tried and tested in government–rationing, controls, bulk buying and 
the utility scheme–rather than developing new approaches. Peter Gurney has attributed 
the decline of the Women’s Co-Operative Guild to a hardening moralistic stance on 
social and cultural issues which alienated younger women.167 Labour women’s interest 
in juvenile delinquency, ‘problem’ families, and worries about the impact of the 
cinema, as well as their own anxieties about the failure to attract younger women, 
suggests that this argument might well be applied to the wider women’s Labour move
ment too.168

Seeking a more compelling language which better reflected the wider Party’s shifting 
agenda, housewifery became less central towards the end of the 1950s. In 1957, when the 
Chair, Alice Wood, spoke of ‘those who have suffered most from rising prices’, she did 
not refer to housewives but to ‘the low paid wage earners, pensioners and others who 
have to make ends meet on small fixed incomes’.169 The subsequent debate on the 
cost of living made no mention to the specific costs to the housewife, beyond a rhetorical 
question by a Miss Jones from the Transport Salaried Staffs Association about the disap
pearance of the Housewives League.170 Challenges encountered in shops–excessive 
packaging, dirty vegetables–were reported as problems for the consumer, rather than 
the housewife.171 In such generic debates on consumption, there was less explicit asser
tion that, by and large, it was women who were managing these concerns.172

Where the housewife was present in these later debates, she was more often conceptual
ised as someone in need of protection from ‘the monopolist and the shoddy 
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manufacturer’.173 They deplored the government’s failure to tackle these businesses ‘which 
exploit the public and throw hardship on the housewife’.174 Solutions proposed included 
clearer labelling, a reduction in marketing strategies, and participation in the consumer 
movement, as well as, of course, a Labour government which would prioritise consumer 
protection.175 This desire for increased protection extended into other health and safety 
concerns, and anxieties about accidents in different settings during the latter half of the 
1950s.176 These were undoubtedly important issues, which were shared across women’s 
organisations. Yet there was also a risk of conceptually remaking the housewife, imagining 
her not as a source of strength who simply needed the right framework of support but as a far 
weaker figure, vulnerable to exploitation and in constant need of protection.

The difficulties that the Labour Party experienced in adapting positively to rising 
expectations and increased consumption during a period of growing affluence have 
been well-documented.177 Labour women clearly shared these difficulties. Having 
failed to persuade their colleagues to pay greater attention to the specific needs of house
wives, they adopted the strategy gaining traction in the wider party, and turned to the 
language of consumption to make their case. This supposedly more inclusive politics, 
however, was itself based on gender and class assumptions which did not necessarily 
reflect the ongoing realities of many working-class women.

Conclusion

During the 1940s and 1950s, Labour women had sought to organise and campaign 
around the notion of housewifery. This drew on and adapted a long-standing tradition 
of women’s organising on the left. It enabled them to assert their significance within 
Labour’s broader political movement and make a specific set of demands. This politics 
was grounded in lived experience which shaped their beliefs about the issues which 
most affected working-class women’s lives. As such, these women organised as Labour 
housewives, not just as housewives.178 The fact these identities were understood to be 
fully compatible rather than in conflict is important, given the historiographical emphasis 
on Labour’s failures to appeal to women. Many working-class women evidently saw sig
nificant possibilities and relevance within Labour’s programme.

It is true, of course, that on the whole this was a cautious approach to pursuing their 
interests and carving out space within the Party. This changed during the 1960s, when 
Labour women became more openly critical of the Party and government, and more 
determined to assert themselves and their views.179 This was undoubtedly linked to 
wider shifts in women’s economic, social and cultural position as well as the re-election 
of a Labour government, and was later reinforced by the emergence of the women’s lib
eration movement. Labour women were no longer prepared to tolerate their subordinate 
position within the organisation.180 Nevertheless, in the immediate post-war period this 
was a pragmatic strategy which reflected their own self-understandings and chimed with 
the dominant political and ideological discourse. It was also a point of pride. In 1949, 
Rose Whyatt claimed that Labour women had ‘done more than anyone else to help 
the housewife to believe in herself and to formulate her own demands for better con
ditions for her job.’181

It is therefore important that we understand the ongoing importance of housewifery 
to women on the left. It was not only meaningful and useful to those in voluntary 
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organisations or those on the right. Moreover, though the women’s liberation movement 
has often been associated with a critique of housework as a primary source of exploita
tion, new scholarship is also showing that even into later decades of the twentieth 
century, housewifery might continue be a powerful source of political identification in 
working class communities.182 A commitment to home and family did not mean 
women saw themselves as unequal with men.183 Disregarding associations between 
housewifery and the left risks obscuring the possibilities for particular forms of activism 
centred around the home.184 But excavating this association also sheds new light on the 
longstanding gender gap in British politics caused by Labour’s failures to appeal to 
women.185 The fact that Labour women were often drowned out or disregarded by con
temporaries should not obscure their attempt to define, pursue and expand working-class 
women’s interests within the post-war social democratic settlement.
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