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So, releztance no.2: Feminism is at its most effectiae when it makes alliances
with other oppressed groups, refuses to be diz;ided on the basis of race or nation-
ality, zohen it inztolaes antl makes itself relnant to the big majority of women

- Tlorking-class loomefl - including those in immigrant communities, and
refuses to allow itself to be diaided by the national protectionism of either
the right or the left. So: defend migrdnts and defend free mooement; oppose

anti-semilism and all forms of racism.

In 1911, Minnie Lansbury became a school teacher, at Fairclough
Street prirnary school, later renamed Harry Gosling school.
It was a London County Council school, and most of the staff and
pupils were Jewish.

When Minnie started, her salary was f,90 per year, and then
increased by f,4 each year. Women teachers were paid €90-€130 and men
f,95-f,1,40 . There was an even bigger gulf between the classroom teacher
and the head teachet whose salary was more than double Minnie's.

Mirurie joined the National Union of Teachers (NUT) and its local
branch, the East London Teachers' Association (ELTA). Minnie soon
became the union's subs collectol working to bring into the union
teachers in this new school. In 19-L4, ovet 90% of trade union members
were merL and Minnie was one of the single-figure percentage of
women tuade unionists.

Minnie and George were both strong and active supporters of kade
union struggles. In the two years before the First World War, the Great
IJnrest saw a wave of strikes and a significant increase in trade union
membership. This included women workers, in London including
women Barment workers and department store workers taking strike
action. Poplar's socialists, including Labour councillors present and
future, had been active supporters of the 1911 London Dock Strike.

Minnie took the fight for equal pay for women teachers to her union
branch, and also raised the issue of votes for women.
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Releoance no.3: Workers' action, through fuade unions, are akE battlefield for
women's rights. Today's feminists can be aely ffictioe in organising and
suppotting women zoorkers' struggles, and in doing so, make feffiinism more
releaant to working-class roomen.
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social pressure to do so, and many did. Not the new Mrs Minnie
Lansbury, who continued to teach.

Minnie also remained politically active, in contrast to her new moth-
er-in-law, Bessie Lansbury. Edgar would later describe how:

When the Pankhursts, with their tabulated statement of women's
rights and grievances, came to Bow to open their national
campaign for votes for women, they must have looked askance at
our household and wondered what sort of suffragist father was to
have kept his wife "in subjection" by having such a large family;
and what sort of a woman suffragist mother was to allow her
husband to get away with all the glory.

Relez:ance no.S: Altltough these days, employers can not reqube women to resign

tlrcir jobs on marriage, and marital status is a protected characteristic under the

Equality Act, maruiage rcmains sn issue for feminists: the right to decide zoho

you fiat'ry - no forced matiage or proscriptions on who you can't marry; ftee-
dom not to mafty; the allocntion of domestic duties to llomen within marriage

and the consequent restriction of women's public actiaities and potential.

As stated in the wedding report, Minnie was a suffragette. George
Lansbury was the most well-known male supporter of women's suf-
frage in Britairu and several membets of the Lansbury family were
imprisoned for suffragette activities.
They were militant suffragettes. After decades of polite lobbying for
women's right to vote had come to nothing, the Womenls Social and
Political Union (WSPU) launched more confrontational campaigning
methods.

They marched, they smashed windows, they got arrested, they
refused food and water in prison. This massively increased the profile
of their campaign, intensified pressure for the vote and accelerated
its victory.

Releaance no.6: Today as well, uomen can plead for rights or can take more

assertiae action. ln Hackney this year, zoomen from Sisters Uncut occupied

empty housing and forced the council to house people. Campaigners in Doncaster

saued their local women's refuge from closure. ln lcelsnd (the country 11ot the
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Christabel expelled Sylvia from the WSPU for sharing a platform
with George Lansbury and fim Larkin at a ra\ in support of locked-out
Dublin workers at the Albert Hall in 1913. The East London WSPU
branch continued as the East London Federation of the Suffragettes. The
national WSPU went on to be actively pro-war and Christabel and
Emmeline Pankhurst became Conservative Party supporters.

German socialist women's leader Clara Zetkin explained that 'bour-
geois feminism' represents women of the ruling class demanding equality
with the men of their own class, not the liberation of all women.

Releaance no.S: Today's ztersion of feminism that emphasises women in board-
rooms (or in 10 Downing Street or in the lMite House!) while ignoing the
demands of lozo-paid women zoorkers is the modern equiaalent of 'aotes for
ladies'.lt is not just militancy that i5 important, it is politics and class. Amass,
zoorking-class-based women's moaenrent, with the actioe support of tlrc labour
mooement, including men, ffirs the best prospect for a feminism tlut is
releaant and effectk;e.

Minnie and George Lansbury opposed the First World War. In fact,
the whole labour movement opposed the war - until it started! Thery
many labour and trade union leaders switched to support the war,
and the anti-war stance that Minnie and George continued to hold
was very unpopular.
Minnie and Sylvia did not want ELFS to split on the issue of support or
opposition to the War. They understood that working-class women
whose husbands and sons had gone to War did not want to be told that
they had done so for no better reason than to be cannon fodder for rival
imperialisms.

Despite the govemment's promise that the War would be over by
Christmas 1914, it carried on. And the longer it went ort the more dis-
contented people became and the more they were prepared to listen to
anti-war voices.

George Lansbury's Herald was the leading anti-war newspaper.
Minnie and Edgar Lansbury took part in an anti-war protest at the Dock
Gates on 17 December 191-6, the Woman's Dreadnought reporting that:

Edgar and Minnie Lansbury were in the crowd, she with her black
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Releaance n0.10: ln the modern era of food banks and collections for refugees,
practical assistance zoorks best alongside fighting for political demands ruther
than as an alternatioe to it.

The mainstream suffrage organisations, including the WSPU, sus-
pended campaigning for votes for women in order to support the war.
Similarly, the trade union leadership signed up to the Treasury
Agreement and suspended industrial action during the war.
But in the Lansburys' east end, both these struggles continued. ELFS -
renamed the Workers' Suffrage Federation in March 1916 - continued
to campaign for votes for women (and for working-class men) and sev-
eral strikes took place, with the support of local socialists. In 191& for
example, workers on the buses, trams and London Underground took
strike action for equal pay for women workers, despite their union's
General Secretary telling them not to.

The capitalist class and its politicians will always use'national emer-
gencies' to suggest that we all pull together and forget class differences
and inequalities. But those differences and inequalities continue. Even
future Tory Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin observed in 1918 that the
Parliament elected that year was populated by "haad-faced men who look
as i{ they had done very well out of the war". Today, the Conservative
govemment urges that "we are all in it together" and so must accept
austerity, while the gap between rich and poor is wider than ever.

Releztance no.11:'National emergencies' such as 70ar ol economic crisis do not
requirc us to stop fighting for our rights. Employers and sexists do not stop
oppressing us during these times, so the fight for women's and uorkers' rights
goes on.

The labour movement - while divided on supporting or opposing the
War - united in demanding labour and women's representation on
the committees such as those that administered war relief.

8

eyes twinkled with merriment. To save further disturbance the
policeman had compelled the fishmonger to bring out his store of
potatoes and sell them at three halfpence a pound from a table
outside his door.
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Herald brorg)'Lt into the country in the form of Russian jewels. George
Lansbury eventually refused the donation.

Mirmie and Edgar joined the Communist Party when it was formed in
1920. George, howeve4 never did, stating that he believed that revolution
was the right road for Russia but the wrong one for Britain. George visit-
ed Russia in 192Q met Lenin and wrote a pamphlet about his visit.

Right-wingers in Britain attacked the Lansburys and other socialists
for their Bolshevik associations, and constantly repeated the allegation
that communists wanted 'nationalisation of women'. On the contrary,
women had played a major role in the revolution and the new workers'
government introduced immediate measules to widen women's free-
dom and improve women's social position.

Relettsnce n0.13: For Minnie Lansbury and others, liberating xlomen meant
liberating the whole of humanity, which meant oaerthrowing capitalism and
abolishing the dioision of society into classes. Today, zoe still haae capitalism
and ue still haae women's oppression, and zoe still need to ouerthroto them.

In 1918, Minnie Lansbury and Sylvia Pankhurst parted ways
politically.
The Representation of the People Act was on its way and in the forth-
coming General Electioru all men aged 21 or over and all women aged
30 or over would have the vote. Sylvia argued that socialists should fol-
low Russian workers along the revolutionary path and not give
Parliament credibility by taking part in elections to it. Miffde also
fought for revolution, but believed that despite the limitations of
Parliamentary democracy, working-class political representation within
existing structures could be part of that fight.

The Workers' Suffrage Federation - now renamed the Workers,
Socialist Federation - took Sylvia's view; Minnie stopped being its
Assistant Secretary, and became active instead in the Labour Party and
the Communist Party. It seems ironic that after decades of huge efforts
and sacrifice had finally won the fight for votes for women, Sylvia
advocated not using those votes.

Releaance no.14: The Russian workers had been able to disregard the
Constituent Assembly because the Soztiets had become a parallel, altematiae
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Minnie Lansbury was particularly involved in the Public Health and
Housing, and Maternity and Child Welfare Committees, which:
expanded maternity and child welfare services; appointed housing
inspectors; built new housing; and provided a TB dispensary.

George Lansbury summed up why Poplar's new Council took such
radical action:

Labour Councillors must be different from those we have dis-
placed, or why displace them?

After a brief post-war boom, there was a collapse in export trade and
an economic crisis which brought mass unemplo5rment in Poplar.
Local councils had to raise all their funds through local taxatio& with
no redistribution between rich and poor boroughs, Poplar Council
could not provide the services that its people needed within that
financial system without increasing rates on the very people it was
serving and who could ill afford it.
Poplar's labour movement debated and decided its council's strategy for
tackling this dire situation. Labour Party women played a key role in this.

One reason they were able to do this is that socialists and feminists
had built a strong local base over years - decades - of political activity.
The councillors and many of their supporters had been suffragettes,
community campaigners, trade unionists. They had organised demon-
strations, strikes, welfare provision. They had spoken on street comers,
given out leaflets, knocked on doors, held small education classes. This
work paid off when the time came for a major confrontation.

Releaance n0.17: Struggles, inclurling those for women's rights, are at their
most effectiae uhen they are organised on a participatory, democratic basis. The
work that actixists do in quieter times helps to prepare for strong campaigning
when a crisis comes.

t2

Releztance no. 1,6: Perhaps zoe could print George's quote on a postcard afid
send it to eaery Labour councillor in the cowttry now. lnstead of closing
libraries (as Lambeth Council is cloing) or cutting the pay of teaching rcsistants
(as Durham County Council is doing), they could prioritise making materinl
improaements to local people's liaes.
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On 21 Septembel, Nellie Cressall was released early due to her preg-
nancy and then on 12 Octobef, six weeks after their arrest, the rest of the
councillors were also released, without backing down, without having
'purged their contempt'. The government backed down and rushed
through the Local Authorities (Financial Provisions) Act 1921, which
provided for pooling of local government funding, benefiting Poplar
Council by f,250,000 per year and benefiting other poor boroughs too.

The material benefit to the women (and them men) of Poplar was
immense, and the political victory was huge.

Releoance no.19: Fighting for working-class women's interestsT lf you
mobilise, if you stick to your guns, you catt win.

Over Christmas 1921, Minnie Lansbury developed Ilu, which tumed
into pneurnonia. Under normal circumstances, a healthy 32-year-old
woman's body would have fought this off. But these were not normal
circumstances, and Minnie's body was weakened by her six-week
spell in prison. On 1 january 1922, Minnie Lansbury died.
Thousands upon thousands of people tumed out for her funeral. A
Christian minister conducted the services, and her ashes were interred
with |ewish rites.

Among many tributes, George Lansbury said: 'Minnie, in her 32
years, crammed double that number of years' work compared with
what many of us are able to accomplish. Her gIory lies in the fact that
with all her gifts and talents one thought dominated her whole being
night and day: How shall we help the pool, the weak, the fallery weary
and heary-ladery to help themselves?'

Last but not least, Releoance no.20: Feminism cafl luae its role models. Minnie
Lansbury, loaed by the zoorking-class zoomen and" men of east London, zohatea-
er their gender, ethnicity, religion or lack of it; a daughter of lewish immi-
grants, a socialist, feminist, sufftagette, school teacl.Lel trade unionist, anti-uar
campaigner, reaolutionary opponent of capitalism and adaocate for its aictims,
Labour Alderman and rebel coutLcillor deseraes her place among those role
models. May her life and her mernory inspire, educate and strengthen us.
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