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An even shorter distance eastwards, and you would find
yourself at the site of his home in Bow.

Slightly further and you find yourself at the clock
commemorating his daughter-in-law, Minnie Lansbury, the
suffragette.

George Lansbury stands in that proud ethical tradition of English
socialism, alongside William Morris, Edward Carpenter, and RH

Tawney.

This is a tradition many of us identify with strongly

Central to it is the belief that the damage done by
untrammelled markets and by avarice is not only material, but
also moral.

It represents an ethical degradation of human life

Too often we talk as if this is an exclusively male tradition

Sometimes, even in 2018, itfeels as if we are sold a storyof the
personalities and ideas which shaped a movement as vast, as
powerful and as transformative as the British Labour movement
which is entirely bereft of women.

A procession of Hardie, Lansbury, Cole, Attlee, Crosland, Wilson,
Callaghan, Blair, Brown and Corbyn.

So while I want to start by talking about George Lansbury, I want
to be broader than that.
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Lansbury's career encompassed the rise of the labour
movement, the party's formation, and the difficult interwar
period - the time in which Labour finally came to power, but
suffered profound setbacks brought on by political divisions and
economic crisis, the rise of fascism on the continent, and the
march to war.

Having inherited the Labour leadership largely by default after
the electoral catastrophe of L931-, Lansbury's pacifism saw him
forced out as leader after the 1935 party conference, to be
replaced by lVlajor Clement Attlee.

Lansbury would not live to see the war's end and all that
followed for Labour.

ln this sense, his legacy is less clearthan that of Attlee, Bevan or
Morrison.

However, as Jon Cruddas argued in the inaugural Lansbury
memorial lecture, it remains vital to reconnect with the ethical
character of Lansbury's socialism, if Labour is to build a politics
able to govern, and transform, a divided country.

Partly, Lansbury's story is about Labour's roots in the church, in
municipal socialism, and the ILP tradition.

His life and activism also intersected with a powerful women's
movement, and a whole network of extraordinary women
emerging from the working-class and women's movements.

And his politics were shaped by women around him every bit as

much as by leading Labour men like Morris and Hardie.
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It was of course the dock strike that showed the extraordinary
capacity of the British labour movement to mobilise unskilled,
casual labourers, and to bring together the estranged interests
of Catholics and Protestants, the churches and socialists, and
the working class and parts of the middle class, all in a

democratic politics of the common good.

It was this coalition that would form the basis of the
lndependent Labour Party.

It was built on as Labour achieved its electoral breakthrough in
the first half of the twentieth century.

As a young man, Lansbury would frequently attend rallies in
Victoria Park.

Annie Besant, one of the leading figures associated with the
Bryant and May strike, was often among the speakers.

Lansbury could not fail to understand the vital role of women in
the labour movement from the start.

But he first came into close contact with the women's
movement in a rare foray outside of the politics of the East End

ln the 1-906 election, he stood as an independent socialist
candidate in Middlesbrough.

The Labour Party in Middlesbrough had a strong feminist
presence and it was there that he built a close working
relationship, and a lifelong friendship, with Marion Coates
Hansen, a dominant figure in the local politics of Teeside.
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Often he would return from a speaking engagement elsewhere
in the country in the early hours.

Bessie would always be 'waiting up with a first-class breakfast a
nice big fire.'

The Lansburys' home life operated according to a deeply
traditional gendered division of labour.

And his son-in-law, Raymond Postgate, noted his 'typically
Victorian unwillingness to discuss sex' and the fact that 'the
mechanics of contraception disgusted him.'

However, he firmly believed in the public equality of women,
and in the cause of women's suffrage: the reason women
should have the vote, he would say, was 'because they were
human beings, the same as men.'

This placed him squarely on the side of Keir Hardie, who
alienated many of his Labour colleagues through his
commitment to women's suffrage.

After his election as MP for Bow and Bromley in December 1910
he continued to campaign on the issue.

ln June 1912, he had to be persuaded to leave the Commons
chamber after lambasting the Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith,
in quite extraordinary terms.

Distressed by the force-feeding of hunger-striking suffragettes
in prison, Lansbury rushed from his seat to stand face to face
with Asquith. He told the Prime Minister:
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support of Lansbury - the Women's Social and Political Union
and the Women's Freedom League chief among them.

And a large rally was organised for the Saturday before polling,
on Roman Road.

The Times reported that 'every train, tram car and motor
omnibus on Saturday afternoon brought fresh reserves of
feminine canvassers and bill-distributors. There seemed to be
thousands of suffragist volunteers in the division, and the
pavements were white with their discarded gifts.'

But for Bessie, her socialism came before her right to the vote.

Their son Edgar Lansbury noted of Bessie's reaction to the
arrival of affluent WSPU activists in the by-election campaign
that:

'ln a woy she resented their coming into Bow and sidetrocking
the enthusiosm of the growing movement for sociolism into an
agitation for "votes for women" which in her view was always o
subsidiary issue.'

Whilst affluent suffragettes poured into the East End, ready to
mobilise already radical working women, Bessie keenly
identified a tension we may still feel today: that the politics of
class and the politics of gender are deeply entwined, and yet so
often blind to the other.

And while Lansbury was conscious of the ideological sacrifice his
wife had made, it is certainly not a ielationship that looks now
like an equal or progressive one.

I
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Lansbury's leadership

After 1912, George Lansbury was out of Parliament for a period
of ten years.

This period incorporated his editorship of the leading Labour
newspaper The Daily Herold, and membership of Poplar
Borough Council, which would climax in !921, with the Poplar
Rates Rebellion and another spell of imprisonment.

Finally, in 1922, Lansbury was re-elected as MP for Bow and
Bromley.

He would not serve in the first Labour Government, in 1924,but
would enter in 1929.

However, throughout, he remained a left-wing critic of the
leadership.

The decision of Labour's first Prime Minister, Ramsey McDonald,
to enter into a national government to see through an austerity
programme, had been an enormous setback for Labour's
electoral advances.

ln the L931 election, with many of its previous leading figures
standing on a national ticket, the Party's vote collapsed.

Just 52 MPs remained

McDonald's successor as leader of the Labour Party, Arthur
Henderson, was among those unseated.

And crucially, no Labour women survived the storm
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Ellen Wilkinson, 'Red Ellen', served as the Member there until
!931, when she lost her seat along with so many other Labour
MPs.

Wilkinson was the product of an extremely poor community in
Manchester.

Like Marion Coates Hansen, her feminism and socialism were
intertwined: her analysis of gender inequality was rooted in
class conflict, and the way capitalism pitted the interests of the
rich minority against those of the working class.

Like Lansbury, she was on the left of the party, a critic of
McDonald's leadership, and a pacifist.

ln !929, she wrote for the Daily Herald on 'Why Women Should
Vote Labour'.

Wilkinson emphasised the power of politics to transform
women's everyday lives.

For workers, she spoke of Labour's commitment to "putting the
strong arm of the law between her and the sweating employer";
for housewives, she spoke of investing in health and education,
and ending tuberculosis and rickets - still prevalent in poor
communities - advocating the provision of free school milk.

Alongside a whole range of issues, Wilkinson championed the
cause of working-class women.

Her tireless work on widows' pensions attracted so much
correspondence that she joked: 'l feel sometimes that I am the
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While Wilkinson and Lansbury agreed on so much, it was her
anti-fascism that caused their politics to diverge, and Wilkinson
to abandon her pacifist sympathies.

Having visited Spain, and seen the unfolding disaster of the
Spanish Civil War and Franco's rise, Wilkinson came to the fore
of the campaign to support the republican cause, and was
elected Secretary of the Spain Subcommittee on Labour's
National Executive.

And having witnessed the effects of malnutrition on children in
Madrid, Wilkinson would set up a 'Milk for Spain'fund.

Her small stature at just 4 foot 11, and her devotion to this
cause earned her the nickname of 'the pocket pasionara'.

Wilkinson would go on to serve as Education Secretary in the
L945 Labour Government, pushing through the raising of the
school leaving age despite much opposition and hesitation even
from some of her cabinet colleagues, and introducing free
school milk.

But her radicalism also extended to disrupting the workings of
Parliament itself.

She challenged its male-dominated culture

Wilkinson embraced a vivacious and daring fashion sense, with
bright colours.

And she was the first woman MP to attempt to enter the male-
only Smoking Room.
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Alongside Lansbury, she had been a member of the Social
Democratic Federation, Britain's short-lived and unsuccessful
Marxist party of the late nineteenth century.

And they had both been prominent in the movement to oppose
the march to war in L9L4, sharing a platform at a huge rally in
Trafalgar Square in August L91,4.

Bondfield was at the fore of that first generation of Labour
women

But she rejected the idea that this distinguished her from her
peers, reflecting that 'some woman was bound to be the first
That I should be was the accident of dates and events.'

Among the causes Bondfield championed was the provision of
footwear for children, and in December L928, she put forward a

'Boots for Bairns' bill to this effect.

All but one of Parliament's seven women members were among
the bill's supporters.

However, like Lansbury, Bondfield's political career was unable
to withstand the political tumult of the i.930s.

lf her rise to the top was 'the accident of dates and events', so
too was her abrupt fall.

Her appointment as Minister for Labour meant that she was
tasked with implementing cuts to unemployment relief.

These formed part of a package of measures deemed necessary
to meet the terms of the American loan in the wake of the Wall
Street Crash and the onset of depression.
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It was then that she came under the influence of Mary
McArthur - another stalwart of the new unionism, and
organiser of women in the workplace.

Lawrence concluded that, without state intervention to prevent
economic injustice, local voluntary institutions were powerless.

ln the interwar period Lawrence would serve under Lansbury on
Poplar Borough Council, and they were imprisoned together in
1.921, as a result of the rates rebellion of that year.

And in 1925, she helped pilot the Widows, Orphans and Old Age
Pensions Act through the House of Commons.

This introduced a contributory insurance scheme providing
pensions for widows with children.

Like Bondfield, Lawrence lost her seat in 1931, and would not
return to Parliament.

The Everyday Economy

ln this lecture series, we keep the ethical socialism of George
Lansbury alive.

ln this particular lecture, I have also paid tribute to the women
who shaped and stood alongside him over those turbulent
decades.

The impact of Bessie Lansbury cannot be quantified or
compared to the impact of Ellen Wilkinson.

In their own way, all these women contributed to what I have
today called a politics of everyday life:
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Legacies

It is a privilege to be here today celebrating George Lansbury, a

real hero of the East End labour movement.

A few years ago, I had the pleasure of delivering the Attlee
Memorial Lecture at University College Oxford, and this year
John Bew delivered an excellent Aneurin Bevan lecture in

Parliament.

But it is so important that we remember the women who played
their part every bit as much.

Last year, I helped to set up the inaugural Alice Bacon Memorial
Lecture at the University of Leeds.

And I look forward to the day when the next generation of MPs
can deliver addresses in honour of Margaret Bondfield, Ellen

Wilkinson, Susan Lawrence, or Barbara Castle.

But of course, progress isn't measured in the number of lectures
about women who made it to the top.

Especially not while austerity hits women's refuges; women's
homelessness keep rising, and, across the board, women remain
disproportionately affected by the impact of austerity.

The politics of class and gender remain intertwined today as

they did throughout the twentieth century.

A few miles further to the East, it was the industrial struggle of
the women at the Ford works in Dagenham which led to the
Equal Pay Act, steered through by Barbara Castle.
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Rachel Jane Reeves is a British economist and
Labour Party politician. She has served as the
Member of Parliament for Leeds West since

2010.
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The George Lansbury Memorial Trust was founded in 201.2

to commemorate the life, work and legacy of George

Lansbury MP (1859-1940). A pioneering campaigner for
peace, women's rights, local democracy and improvements in

labour conditions, Lansbury was an adopted East Ender who
made a great contribution to local as well as national life. For

over 40 years he was a member of Bow Church, and his

funeral was held there. George Lansbury was one of the
distinguished Christian Socialists in British history, whose
campaigning politics sought to apply his faith in public llfe.

Further copies of this booklet and of the four previous George Lansbury
Memorial Trust Lectures may be obtained for a cost of f 2.50 each,
including postage to a UK address, from Raymond Port, George Lansbury
Memorial Trust, 34 Brokesley House, Brokesley Street E3 4QL. Cheques

should be made payable to 'The George Lansbury Memorial Trust'.

2013 lecture
2014 lecture
2015 lecture
2016 lecture
Feminism
2017 lecture

Jon Cruddas MP:The Choice before One Nation Labour
Ken Loach in Conversation with Sir Christopher Frayling
Rowan Williams on Religion and Politics
Janine Booth on George Lansbury, Minnie Lansbury and Modern

Kevin Maguire on The Media and Politics
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