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Abstract
This article uses election addresses to consider how the early
women parliamentary candidates sought to make their case to
English voters. It then explores the insights that Mass Obser-
vation’s election surveys offer into public attitudes to women
politicians, and gender and political leadership more broadly,
from the late 1930s to the early 1950s. While the pioneer
female candidates argued that they should have more repre-
sentatives at Westminster to better uphold the ‘woman’s point
of view’ this approach was gradually undermined from the
1920s onwards with the growth of programmatic politics led
by Labour. Mass Observation found that voters claimed to
focus more on which party had the best programme rather
than the personalities of candidates. However, their findings
also indicate that women candidates continued to face many
additional prejudices which their male opponents did not.

During the 1950 British General Election campaign Mass Observation (MO), a social-investigation
organisation, asked voters: ‘How do you feel about the idea of having women as M.P.s?’. Several of
those surveyed, and women in particular, argued that female MPs were needed to offer an informed
opinion on matters relating to the home. Typical replies included: (F35C) ‘Some are quite as good as
men, some better as regards the household side’; (F40D) ‘I feel it is best because they understand our
problems better than men MPs’; (F31C) ‘I think they w[oul]d be particularly good in things which
women know most about- food, housing & all that sort of thing. I would say they are good in all
spheres’.1 And yet, while MO encountered little overt hostility to female politicians, only twenty-one
of the 127 women who stood at the 1950 election were victorious.

How can we account for the poor showing of female candidates in the decades which followed
the introduction of the Parliament (Qualification) of Women Act in 1918? Around this time levels
of women’s representation in parliament varied widely across the world. At one extreme, Australia
did not elect its first female parliamentary representatives until 1943 despite women achieving the
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2 GENDER & HISTORY

right to stand at Senate elections from 1902. On the other hand, in 1906, Finland became the first
country to enable women to both vote and stand for parliament. Nineteen women were subsequently
elected in the 1907 election, and made up around 10 per cent of members. Women also made up a
larger share of parliamentary representatives in Germany than in Britain throughout the history of
the Weimar Republic. When the first West German Bundestag was dissolved in 1953, 9 per cent of its
representatives were women. It was not until the 1987 general election that women made up more than
5 per cent of British MPs. Given these varying national records, it is essential to explore the specific
circumstances that shaped the British public’s attitudes to female politicians and debates about the
appropriate representation of the ‘woman’s point of view’ in parliament.

Historians have offered a variety of explanations for women’s limited representation in the British
parliament, including the reluctance of political parties to nominate women for winnable seats, selec-
tion committees’ hostility to female candidates and public prejudice against voting for women.2

Nonetheless, while there have been several valuable studies of how candidates used their election
literature to make gendered appeals to the public in 1918, there has been a lack of sustained atten-
tion to how women politicians’ election addresses evolved over subsequent campaigns.3 Similarly,
while historians have reused archived social survey data to consider attitudes to political engagement
in mid-twentieth-century Britain, little attention has been paid to the insights that such data can offer
into public perceptions of gender and political leadership.

This article provides the first study to combine substantial analysis of how women candidates con-
structed their appeal to the electorate through their election addresses with discussion of the public
reception of their campaigns revealed in MO data available from the late 1930s through to the early
1950s. Scholars have long recognised the value of analysing written addresses to better understand
the issues on which elections were fought.4 Nonetheless, until recently, only a fraction of the avail-
able material has been assessed and studies tend to focus on individual elections, brief time periods or
candidates’ discussions of particular issues. By contrast, the following study makes use of a thorough
sample of the surviving election addresses of early women parliamentary candidates.5

Our subsequent reanalysis of MO election surveys contributes to a vibrant literature which is mak-
ing use of these sources to re-examine British political culture.6 Recent works have used this material
to consider what qualities the public prized in politicians in mid-twentieth-century Britain. The ‘Good
Politician’ study explores the responses of volunteer members of the national panel to MO directives
between 1945 and 1950. The authors conclude that the public valued MPs who were hard-working,
approachable, moderate, able and strong.7 However, little explicit attention is given to the issues
of how the public perceived male and female politicians in different ways or how they thought the
‘woman’s point of view’ could be best represented in parliament. And yet, MO collected a wide range
of information about public attitudes to women politicians beginning with its first substantial elec-
tion survey in 1938, which focused on Edith Summerskill’s victory as Labour candidate at the West
Fulham by-election.8

As the survey responses which open this article indicate, voters (and women in particular) expected
that female politicians should be knowledgeable about issues related to the home, welfare and social
services and be able to uphold the ‘woman’s point of view’ at Westminster. Indeed, long before women
gained the right to stand for parliament in 1918, it was widely assumed that they had specific interests,
which needed representation.9 Suffragists argued that women had a viewpoint distinctive from that of
men and their ‘special knowledge’ of home matters meant they should have the right to hold political
office.10 Such assumptions appear to have shaped public attitudes to women politicians after 1918.
Prominent female MPs often received a great deal of correspondence and were expected to work for
women in general rather than just their constituents.11 Moreover, there was a significant gendering
of parliamentary speech, which persisted after 1945, and women MPs’ participation in parliamentary
select committees focused largely on home and welfare issues.12

Given that the MO survey suggested widespread goodwill towards the presence of female MPs at
Westminster, it may seem surprising that women were so under-represented in parliament. We argue
that this phenomenon can be explained, in part, by changing understandings over time of how the
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‘IT’S THE PARTY THAT COUNTS’? 3

‘woman’s point of view’ could be best represented at Westminster. This article begins by exploring
the changing practices of election address writing by female candidates. Our findings suggest that in
the early years after women gained the right to stand for parliament they often based their campaigns
around the claim that the ‘woman’s point of view’ needed to be better represented by having more
female MPs at Westminster. The first female candidates tended to be far more likely than their male
opponents to refer to issues of women’s welfare. However, such distinctions gradually became less
common over time as electoral politics became more programmatic, with Labour taking a lead in
this respect.13 By the 1940s, it had become more difficult for individual female candidates to develop
a distinct and electorally compelling claim to represent the ‘woman’s point of view’ in parliament
should they have wished to do so. After all, many of the people MO surveyed claimed that the most
effective way to ensure effective welfare provision and social services was to vote for the party with
the best programme. Or, as one respondent to a 1945 MO election survey put it, when mentioning
that Summerskill was the only local candidate he knew well: ‘Still, it’s the party that counts, not
personalities … it doesn’t matter who the person is so much’.14 This meant that women candidates,
like their male counterparts, tended to present themselves chiefly as good party representatives.15

Public hostility to women politicians also acted as a push factor which encouraged female candidates
to avoid relying on their credentials as representatives of the ‘woman’s point of view’.

MO’s election surveys indicate that women candidates often faced additional obstacles which their
male opponents did not encounter, particularly if they sought to combine the role of MP with a profes-
sional career or childcare. For example, Summerskill’s decision to pursue a parliamentary career was
constantly scrutinised. Critics argued that she did not have the time to combine her profession, work
as an MP and be a good mother (there was no such scrutiny of her male opponents). MO’s election
surveys indicate that there was widespread support for the idea that a group of female MPs should
be present at Westminster to represent the ‘woman’s point of view’. Nonetheless, several respondents
argued that women should be a minority in parliament and were not suited to deal with weighty matters
relating to finance or foreign policy.

WOMEN’S ‘SPECIAL POINT OF VIEW’ AND THE RISE OF
PROGRAMMATIC POLITICS IN THE 1920S

After 1918, the written election address became the key document in local campaigning. Given that
these documents were usually sent via the free post that each candidate was entitled to, they were the
one communication which would be likely to reach the home of every registered elector. Addresses
provided an opportunity for candidates to outline the principles they would uphold if elected to par-
liament and a means to convey their ‘character’ to voters. Female politicians used their addresses to
highlight their expertise and argue that the ‘woman’s point of view’ needed to be better represented
at Westminster. Nonetheless, the relative significance of the election address in relation to the party
manifesto gradually declined as the latter became increasingly central to notions of a government’s
mandate. As politics grew more programmatic, election addresses became increasingly standardised
in format, often drawing on material produced by central office and mimicking the language of party
manifestos. This made it less likely for female candidates to make unique claims to represent the
‘woman’s point of view’ and in any case many candidates focused largely on outlining their party
programme, downplaying the importance of their gender.16

During the 1922, 1923, and 1924 general elections, female candidates were twice as likely to refer to
‘women’s issues’ as their male opponents.17 Women parliamentary candidates often argued that more
representatives of their sex were needed in the House of Commons due to the particular gendered
expertise they could offer, particularly in relation to their role as the family’s ‘domestic chancellor of
the exchequer’.18 Standing for Middlesbrough East in 1924, Ellen Wilkinson (Labour) asked voters:
‘[W]on’t you help to send a woman, one of your own sex, who understands your special needs …
Parliament looks after the nation’s housekeeping. Ought we not to have more women to help in this
work?’19
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4 GENDER & HISTORY

Over time it became increasingly common for candidates to combine a claim to represent the
woman’s point of view with reference to their party’s position on ‘women’s issues’, with Labour
taking a lead in this respect.20 During her maiden election campaign in 1922, Barbara Ayrton-Gould
(Labour, Lambeth North) featured the slogan ‘Labour and a Woman This Time!’ on the front of her
written address. She criticised the Coalition government for breaking its promises ‘to provide houses
for all’ and declared that Labour ‘will not be satisfied until every working-class family has a com-
fortable home’.21 In some cases, Labour women made direct reference to party programmes in their
addresses. In 1924, Margaret Bondfield, MP for Northampton, stated ‘[i]f re-elected, I shall do my
utmost, as in the past session of Parliament, to render effective the policy outlined in the Labour
Manifesto’.22 Numerous Labour candidates used standardised election addresses or stock images and
over half of the party’s women candidates referred to their leader, Ramsay MacDonald, in 1924, either
discussing his achievements in the late Labour Government or his plans for the future.23

Conservative women such as Nancy Astor, by contrast, proved more reluctant to focus on outlining
party programmes, although this may have, in part, reflected their leaders’ reluctance to commit to
detailed pledges for reform during the early 1920s.24 In 1924, Baldwin focused on promoting a ‘New
Conservatism’, providing a counter-offer to the social reforms offered by Labour. Four of the twelve
Conservative women standing for election promised to support the party programme in their addresses.
Typical of these was Irene Ward (Morpeth) who stated ‘I stand as the Conservative Candidate, pledged
to support the programme of Mr. Stanley Baldwin, with which I am in entire agreement’.25

The 1929 election provided a landmark in the development of programmatic politics, that year both
Labour and the Conservatives each distributed over eight million copies of their manifestos.26 Lloyd
George’s pledge to ‘Conquer Unemployment’, which arguably served as the de facto Liberal mani-
festo, provided a challenge to the Labour and Conservative parties, who felt compelled to respond.
Labour Appeal’s to the Nation, which drew heavily on the party programme agreed the previous year,
featured prominently in speeches and print propaganda.27 Baldwin’s election address, which dou-
bled as the Conservative manifesto, was longer than the three previous Conservative manifestos put
together. Parties across the political spectrum expanded their welfare and social reform programmes
in the hope of attracting the female electorate, which had been expanded significantly with the equal-
isation of the age of enfranchisement at twenty-one.28 Both of the main parties made special efforts
to appeal to the new female voter.29 The Conservatives produced Women of Today and Tomorrow, a
one-off magazine, of which 8.5 million copies were printed, but which mainly focused on younger
women (the Daily Mail had run a campaign against the ‘flapper vote’ motivated, in part, by fear that
women in their twenties would be more likely to vote for Labour).30 Aside from images of glamorous
film stars and the better-looking male Conservative MPs, this publication focused on the home with
sections on housewifery, better buying and the cost of living.31

Female candidates tended to claim that their life experiences made them particularly well suited to
represent ‘the woman’s point of view’ and in 1929 some used their addresses to argue that they should
be sent to Westminster on this basis. When discussing Labour’s policy for mothers and babies, Aryton-
Gould noted that ‘As a woman and a mother, I feel most intensely about the welfare of children’. This
was then followed by appeals on pensions, international peace and housing which ‘again is a problem
with which women are specially concerned’.32 In addition to including a photograph of her husband,
son and dog in her election address, there was a written appeal from Aryton-Gould’s son, Michael,
which read ‘Vote for Mummy and help the children’.33 However, from the early 1920s onwards,
several male candidates sought to develop their own credentials as keen social reformers and ‘family
men’, with some picturing themselves with their children in their election addresses. This was a tactic
often employed by Conservative and Liberal candidates keen to imply that their Socialist opponents
threatened the safety of the home.34

The growth of programmatic politics was advantageous for male candidates who could claim that
the most effective way to further ‘women’s interests’ was to vote for the party with the best mani-
festo. In 1929, Herbert Romeril, the Labour candidate for St Pancras South East, observed that in the
last parliament the Labour Party had the highest number of women MPs, and stated ‘I claim that the
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‘IT’S THE PARTY THAT COUNTS’? 5

questions which especially interest our women folk, such as Widows’ Pensions, Maternity and Child
Welfare, Peace and Disarmament. etc, are adequately dealt with in the Labour Party Programme’.35

Several male Labour candidates included nearly identical paragraphs in their election addresses, with
the subheading ‘Labour’s Appeal to Women’ with copy presumably provided by central office.36 Such
approaches made it increasingly difficult for female Labour candidates to make a distinct appeal to rep-
resent ‘the woman’s point of view’. Both Wilkinson and Aryton-Gould used their election addresses
to reiterate Labour’s manifesto pledges on unemployment, including public works schemes, providing
maintenance allowances for children aged fourteen to fifteen years, and nationalising and reorganising
transport, land and mines. When discussing Labour’s manifesto more broadly, Aryton-Gould noted ‘I
endorse every word of it’.37

In 1929, there was much talk about the ‘women’s election’, after all this was the first time that
women made up a majority of the electorate. The Aberdeen Press and Journal wrote that ‘many
women feel that the woman’s point of view is inadequately represented in Westminster, and that at the
moment the desire to strengthen it by sending more women … is [as] strong a political cry as many
other which holds weight with us’.38 However, while sixty-nine women stood for election in 1929,
only fourteen were returned to Westminster, nine of whom were Labour representatives. Following
the resignation of the Labour administration and the creation of a Conservative-dominated National
Government in August 1931, the political landscape changed once again. In the election that followed
in October, the National Government won a landslide victory and Labour was left with no women
MPs.

FROM THE ‘FREE HAND’ TO LET US FACE THE FUTURE: ELECTORAL
POLITICS IN THE 30S AND 40S

In many ways, the 1931 election proved an exception to the growing importance of programmatic
politics in Britain. The National Government went to the country on the claim that it needed a ‘free
hand’ to deal with Britain’s economic crisis. Nonetheless, there was a striking uniformity to the key
themes discussed in candidates’ election addresses in both 1931 and again in 1935 when the National
Government won another decisive victory. Although the Conservative and Liberal parties were more
hesitant in adopting programmatic politics than their Labour opponents, over the course of the 1930s
and 1940s both gradually came to the conclusion that it was important to centre election campaigns
around a detailed series of manifesto pledges.39 Labour’s election triumph in 1945 on the basis of a
manifesto outlining radical social reforms arguably marked the point at which programmatic politics
triumphed in Britain. Let Us Face the Future provided a blueprint which each of the main parties
subsequently drew on, although arguably more so in terms of form than substance.40

This was all a long way away from the mood of the early 1930s. Astor (Conservative) summed
up the sense of crisis which surrounded the 1931 General Election when she called on the vot-
ers of Plymouth Sutton to ‘drop party politics. Think only of the Nation and support the National
government’.41 Issues surrounding the home, welfare and social reform were pushed down the polit-
ical agenda, both by national leaders and individual candidates.42 Nonetheless, despite its failure in
1931 Labour remained committed to an ambitious programme of social reform. During the 1935,
election Labour women candidates outlined their biographies in detail, highlighting the work they
had done to address social problems in local politics (the party still had no female MPs following the
disaster of 1931). Nonetheless, their addresses often heavily paraphrased the language of the Labour
manifesto and the longer programme Socialism and Peace agreed the previous year.43 Following the
National Government’s landslide victory, the Labour Organiser had encouraged the standardisation
of election literature to make sure that the national party message was delivered effectively in the
future.44

The addresses of Conservative women in 1935 demonstrated more independence and this was par-
ticularly true of affluent figures such as Thelma Cazalet and aristocrats like the Duchess of Atholl (who
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6 GENDER & HISTORY

provided a fuller discussion of rearmament than the National Government manifesto offered). Caza-
let produced her address in the form of a letter rather than the ‘usual formal manifesto’ and insisted
that as a supporter of the National Government she opposed a ‘return to party politics’. She claimed
that the Labour programme, if enacted, would lead to ‘a first-class financial crisis’. Atholl included
a section, ‘Need for preserving parliamentary liberties’, which noted that she had been unwilling to
support some government policies in the last session and insisted she would not provide ‘blind sup-
port’ to her party.45 She was true to her word, famously losing her seat after forcing a by-election in
1938 when she gave up the Conservative whip in protest at Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement policy.
By-elections provided more leeway for candidates to develop an appeal to the electorate distinct from
party programmes and were a key means by which women were elected. Julie Gottlieb demonstrates
that prominent Conservative women were able to promote varied forms of female political leadership
in the late 1930s through their interventions in foreign policy debates, including a number of high
profile by-elections in the months surrounding the Munich Crisis.46

The centrality of foreign policy to politics in the late 1930s provided candidates with various oppor-
tunities to demonstrate their independence. By contrast, at both the 1945 and 1950 general elections,
the main issues discussed in election addresses were housing, social services, and full employment,
with candidates often drawing heavily on the language of party manifestos when discussing these
issues.47 During the heyday of the first MO project, many election addresses lacked individuality,
which led some political scientists to present them as a moribund form of campaigning.48 While they
remained the main way in which voters engaged with the local campaign, addresses increasingly relied
on the contents of manifestos prepared by central office in London or acted as supplements to them,
where the candidate could focus in more detail on matters of particular interest to them and their
constituents.49 This was an approach endorsed by the central offices of the three main parties who
each produced model addresses as templates for candidates in 1950.50 Such reasoning made sense as
manifestos were often included with the candidate’s election address in postal communications. The
Conservative party innovated in producing a shorter, ‘popular’ version of their manifesto which would
be easier to distribute in the one free postal communication all candidates were allowed.51 Manifestos
were sold in large numbers at this time. In spite of the problems caused when a government priority
printing order supervened, nearly all of the 1.3 million copies of Labour’s famous 1945 election man-
ifesto were sent out by the end of the campaign. Two million copies of the pamphlet Straight Left,
which outlined Labour’s key proposals, were also dispatched.52

The growing uniformity of local election literature may explain why MO rarely asked voters about
their opinions on this form of campaigning. Nonetheless, from the outset of its activities in the late
1930s, MO was deeply interested in the everyday practices and rituals of politics and its election sur-
veys offer highly revealing insights into how women politicians were viewed by the British public. In
fact, few politicians appeared more consistently in MO’s election work than Summerskill. Her election
victory at the 1938 West Fulham by-election was the subject of the first major political activity MO
undertook outside of Lancashire, where it had established its ‘Worktown’ study. MO regularly returned
to Fulham over the following twelve years to explore attitudes to Summerskill and her political rivals
and conducted political surveys in London during the general elections of 1945 and 1950.

Mass observation on the election trail

In 1938, MO was commissioned by the Labour Party to investigate public attitudes to campaigning
during the West Fulham by-election. In particular, it was keen to assess responses to the Labour candi-
date, Summerskill. As MO conducted its doorstep interviews during the daytime, the vast majority of
those surveyed were women. To the surprise of the investigators, who were predominantly male, more
respondents claimed to have read Summerskill’s address than the recently issued Your Britain No. 2, a
lavishly produced pamphlet circulated nationally by Labour’s central office.53 Given that the pamphlet
focused on foreign affairs and the West Fulham by-election was held a few weeks after the annexation
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‘IT’S THE PARTY THAT COUNTS’? 7

of Austria by Nazi Germany, it was expected that this publication would excite widespread inter-
est. Moreover, a draft report drawn up by MO employees claimed the latter was ‘a more interesting
attractive looking, and unusual piece of election literature than is an Election Address’.54

Several of those canvassed on their doorsteps, and women in particular, stated that the election
address demonstrated Summerskill’s enthusiasm for family life. Approving comments often referred
to the family portrait: (Woman, 35) ‘Thinks it very nice. Likes photo. Family something to be proud
of’; (Woman, 40) ‘Not read it. Thinks Summerskill a good sincere educated woman. Likes photo’.55

Tom Harrisson, who led MO’s election operations in Fulham, was presumably referring back to Sum-
merskill’s address in his play ‘Swelling the Labour Vote’. In one scene, a typical family is presented
reading about a forthcoming election. The narrator claims that a ‘snappy photo’ doubles the chances
of election literature being read, especially if it features children.56

As MO’s report on Summerskill’s by-election literature in 1938 makes clear, there was a tension
between how the (mainly male) MO staff thought the public should engage with the campaign and
the matters which members of the public (and women, in particular) chose to focus on.57 The report
suggested that voters’ preference for Summerskill’s election literature over Your Britain was based
largely on superficial impressions. Reading the election address was an expected ‘ritual’, which did
not necessarily indicate substantial engagement with the election. Whereas those who expressed a
preference for the Conservative candidate often made constructive comments about the content of
Your Britain, the same was not true of the Labour address. The often brief comments collected for
those who approved of the family portrait in Summerskill’s address implied that they had likely not
read the address or had just glanced at it but were keen to give the interviewer an indication that they
had engaged with the campaign.58

In fact, Summerskill’s autobiography suggests that she was assiduous in developing careful appeals
aimed at female voters. Summerskill largely attributed her good showing in her first election campaign
at Putney in 1934 to the attention that she gave to canvassing women.59 Her by-election address for that
contest included a section entitled ‘Save The Mothers’, which drew attention of ‘the national disgrace
of increasing maternal mortality’.60 While MO initially suggested that female voters’ enthusiasm for
Summerskill’s election address was anomalous, it subsequently acknowledged that her decision to
emphasise social reform and home issues during the latter stages of the campaign, which appealed
more to women voters, was an important factor in explaining her narrow victory. Summerskill’s rival,
Charles Busby, focused on foreign affairs throughout.61

Occasional archival notes indicate that some MO employees brought gendered preconceptions
about political engagement to their work. One report, which collated initial impressions on the 1945
election survey, sought to explain the apparent lack of public interest in the election in Fulham: ‘I
would suggest that the lack of male population may have some bearing on it; men usually lead politi-
cal conversation’.62 In 1950, another employee, reflecting on a frustrating interview, left a note in the
margin: ‘unusual for a man to be so ignorant’.63 Such attitudes may help explain why much of the
material which MO collected on attitudes to female politicians was not discussed in its publications.
Although the 1950 election survey led to a brief published report, Voters’ Choice, it made no mention
of responses to the survey question on women MPs.64

Like the rival social survey organisations whose methods are discussed by Adrian Bingham, MO’s
employees often assumed that many women were politically passive, and uninterested or uninformed
about politics.65 By the 1950s, it was widely believed that men were the political ‘opinion leaders’ in
families.66 Surviving archival notes give us few insights into the interview process for MO’s election
surveys, who undertook the door-step interviews, or why particular streets were chosen. The 1950
election survey appears to have been rushed. Its authors hoped to generate a quick publication which
could be used as a basis to attract future commissions.67 Recorded answers tended to be terse, lacking
the rich qualitative detail or reflections on the interviewer-interviewee dynamic to be found in many
post-war social surveys.68 Interviewers also appear to have paid little attention to the different registers
with which men and women discussed politics.
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8 GENDER & HISTORY

MO struggled to win commissions from the two main political parties and limited funding meant
that its election surveys in 1945 and 1950 were confined to London. The latter was restricted to six
constituencies which Labour had won in 1945, a decision motivated by hopes that the party would fund
future surveys.69 There are various imbalances in the data which MO collected in relation to public per-
ceptions of politicians. Given that surveys focused on public attitudes to sitting MPs Labour women
were better represented than their rivals (only one Conservative woman MP was elected in 1945).
Moreover, of the six constituencies which formed part of MO’s 1950 election survey, only one was
held by a woman, Hendon North, where Ayrton-Gould (Labour) was the sitting MP. However, a pilot
survey was also conducted in 1950 in Fulham, which included Summerskill’s constituency. Unsur-
prisingly Ayrton-Gould and Summerskill were discussed significantly more than any other female
politicians in the 1950 election survey.70

MO’s employees’ judgements about gender and political engagement should be treated with cau-
tion. Indeed, if the notes that MO collected from doorstep interviews conducted during the 1938 West
Fulham by-election are read against the grain, we can see that women’s greater reticence in giving full
and detailed answers may have resulted from distrust of the interviewer rather than indicating a lack of
knowledge or interest. Among the replies to interviewers summarised as typical among women were:
‘I can’t be bothered to stand talking at doors. (Hides face) I’m a Conservative and that’s the end of it’;
‘My husband’s in a government job … it’s very awkward not to be able to express our feelings’; ‘I’m
a public servant … so I’ve got to keep quiet’.71 By moving beyond the file reports and published work
written by MO employees, and exploring the raw data collected in election surveys, we are provided
with a great deal of information about the vernacular forms that people used when discussing politics,
most of which were never analysed at the time. These surveys provide us with unique insights into how
the public perceived questions of gender and political leadership in mid-twentieth-century Britain.

THE FEMALE CANDIDATE AND PERCEPTIONS OF THE GOOD
POLITICIAN

Respondents to MO’s 1950 General Election survey offered a variety of opinions on the types of
women they deemed suitable to be MPs. A few female respondents argued that housewives were better
suited to the role than single women given their life experiences. One woman (F32D) claimed that the
country ‘should have housewives as M.P.s if anybody at all- should have somebody who knows what
really goes on as regards shopping & rationing- they’d find out how far the money goes’.72 However, a
more common response, particularly among older respondents regardless of gender, was that women
should only stand for parliament if they had sufficient spare time. Several of those surveyed doubted
whether women could successfully balance the roles of MP and mother.73 Many of the early women
MPs had been childless, so the presence of female candidates with young families was still something
of a novelty at this time. Constituency selection committees often quizzed women politicians about
how they would balance childcare with life at Westminster or asked them about their family plans for
the future.74

Summerskill was sometimes praised for her work as a doctor and her care for family, indicating that
she was well placed to uphold the ‘woman’s point of view’ as an authority on matters of welfare and
social reform.75 However, detractors argued that she did not have the time to combine her profession,
work as an MP, and be a good mother. From the first contests she fought, in Putney in 1934 and
Bury in 1935, Summerskill appears to have taken particular care with the portraits which appeared
in her election literature. She downplayed her professional credentials, presenting herself in informal
portraits with her children. It was not until the 1950 election, when she held the rank of parliamentary
secretary, that Summerskill chose to pose in formal business attire for her election address portrait.76

However, Summerskill also took care to present herself as a ‘modern’ figure. Her Putney election
address included a striking ‘cinematic’ portrait commissioned by the society photographer Dorothy
Wilding, well-known for her portraits of the Royal Family. Summerskill was presented as ‘an ideal
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‘IT’S THE PARTY THAT COUNTS’? 9

representative for mothers’ given her medical career and two young children.77 This strategy appears
designed to make her appear more ‘ordinary’ and relatable (a draft MO report quipped that on the
campaign trail in Fulham she appeared ‘as much of a socialite as a socialist’).78

All the same, when MO employees recorded conversations about the likely result of the West Ful-
ham by-election in 1938, much of the discussion focused on Summerskill’s gender (she was the first
woman to contest the seat). While a girl in a papershop said that the candidates reminded her of the
film stars Greta Garbo and Robert Taylor (a quip made by the Daily Mail), there was no significant
discussion of how gender affected the candidature of the Conservative nominee, Busby.79 Amongst
the negative responses summarised in the draft report were comments such as (Woman, 55) ‘We don’t
want any of these damned women meddling with things they don’t understand. Got two kids, stop at
home’, (Woman, 45) ‘Busby, I hope so, it’s better than a woman’.80

Hostile judgements towards Summerskill were also apparent in the pilot election survey MO car-
ried out in Fulham in 1950. When asked whether they were in favour of women being MPs, several
respondents mentioned Summerskill as an example of a female politician they disapproved of. Some
of these critics made disapproving reference to a speech Summerskill had made at Oxford in 1949,
subsequently reported in the Daily Express, where she claimed that it was impossible to tell the dif-
ference in taste between butter and margarine. Typical negative replies included (M60D) ‘Yes, if they
can do it, they’re as good as the men. But not married women with kiddies. Summerskill ought to be
in her own home by rights’; (F35D) ‘I don’t think a lot of that Summerskill. They say the country’s
so short of doctors, she should stick to her own job’; (M35C) ‘I dislike them intensely, if they’re mar-
ried that is. They split a home up. Summerskill neglects her own business, she says so herself. And a
woman who can’t tell the difference between butter and margarine has no business in the Min.[istry]
of Food’.81 Given her ministerial role, Summerskill was expected to be familiar with the struggles
which housewives faced coping with rationing and austerity. However, the incident suggested that as
a well-to-do professional she was out-of-touch with the struggles that many women faced in running
a household during these austerity years.

While few respondents to the 1950 election survey stated that they were opposed to the idea of
female MPs, some suggested that women politicians were overly emotional or not able to stand up
for local interests. Hostile views were most commonly expressed by male respondents. For exam-
ple, one man from Hendon (M40D) stated ‘personally, I’d rather see a man put up for Labour in this
constituency….it needs a very strong personality here’.82 However, questions of gender rarely fea-
tured explicitly when voters discussed the specific qualities of Ayrton-Gould and Ian Orr-Ewing, her
Conservative opponent in Hendon North.

Of the ninety-six replies to MO’s questionnaire collected in this constituency, forty-four referred
directly to Ayrton-Gould’s personality. Among these respondents, ten mentioned that they were unfa-
miliar with their MP or confined their comments to assessments of her qualities as a speaker. Most of
the other respondents judged the sitting MP largely on her ability to represent Labour’s values. Often
these replies connected judgements on Ayrton-Gould’s record to their assessments of whether the
government had been able to effectively deliver on its social reform plans in Hendon. Typical replies
included (M50C) ‘The fact that she is Labour is enough to put me off’; (F40D) ‘Mrs. Gould is a good
MP and the Labour Party has done a lot for the mothers and children and the working people’.83 Sev-
eral respondents discussed their own interactions with Ayrton-Gould, particularly in their attempts to
secure better housing for themselves and family members: (F42C) ‘She hasn’t done me much good.
I’ve been waiting years for proper accommodation … She got me put up at a rest centre, but I’m not
better off again now’, (M55C) ‘I haven’t had any contact with her but I reckon she is a real good
woman. She had some office where you could go and raise any queries and one chap I knew had great
satisfaction from her’.84

Both the Conservative and Labour candidates in Hendon North focused on social reforms in their
election addresses.85 Ayrton-Gould presented herself as someone who had ‘spent the whole of her
adult life fighting … for better conditions for the people, especially women and children, the under-
paid and aged’.86 However, while she was occasionally praised by MO respondents for her work for
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10 GENDER & HISTORY

children, there was little specific discussion of how she represented issues commonly identified with
the ‘woman’s point of view’.87 Ayrton-Gould’s campaign is indicative of the difficulties which indi-
vidual women candidates faced in developing a distinct gendered appeal in 1950. One MO employee
noted that they had seen largely the same Labour election literature delivered from Transport House
in each of the London constituencies they visited in 1950 – ‘Pattern general “FAMILY” type, Old
People, babies, lefty brawny work people, hunger crowds’.88

Ayrton-Gould’s focus on social reform, and her work to ameliorate her constituents’ living
conditions, closely resembled the approach taken by the five male Labour MPs whose London
constituencies featured in MO’s 1950 General Election survey.89 One of the most assiduous of Ayrton-
Gould’s London Labour colleagues was Harry Wallace, in Walthamstow East, who used his election
address to claim he had received 15,000 letters and conducted 2,000 interviews with constituents dur-
ing the last parliament at his fortnightly surgeries.90 Eric Fletcher (Islington East) was praised by his
supporters as he (M40C) ‘understands the working man and the children’ and upheld the party’s val-
ues, with particular attention given to the work he did to respond his to constituents’ concerns with
housing.91

During the Second World War, it was widely assumed that plans for post-war reconstruction had
a particular appeal to women.92 The subsequent focus on social reform and the household budget in
post-war politics arguably narrowed perceptions of the appropriate role for female politicians, partic-
ularly for Conservative women who had previously demonstrated more independence from the party
leadership than their Labour peers.93 Gary Love suggests that while Dorothy Crisp played a prominent
role in developing attacks on government controls during the 1940s as chairman of the British House-
wives League she failed to secure a prominent role within the Conservative party due to her reluctance
to conform to expectations regarding women politicians.94 Crisp won less than 6 per cent of the vote
standing as an Independent at St. George’s Westminster at the 1945 election. Her address focused on
her expertise on the Empire and the Far East, the need to cut taxes, and cut government ‘red tape’.95

Ina Zweiniger-Bargielowska demonstrates that Conservative Central Office devoted great attention to
mass-producing literature focused on welfare issues in the late 1940s, aiming to capitalise on popular
frustrations with austerity and rationing, particularly among women voters.96 This approach appears
to have shaped understandings of the issues which Conservative women were expected to focus on.
Katherine Wilmot was the only female Conservative candidate in the six constituencies which featured
in MO’s 1950 general election survey. Although there were few comments about Wilmot’s personal
qualities or particular issues she had raised in her speeches and election literature, some respondents
argued that she would be well placed to uphold housewives’ interests in parliament.97

MO’s election surveys suggest that by the 1940s and early 1950s voting decisions were largely
shaped by attitudes towards national party programmes. In August 1949, MO asked its national panel
of respondents: ‘Regardless of his political beliefs, how effectively do you think the M.P. for your
constituency represents you in parliament?’. There were very few replies which explicitly referred
to women MPs and tellingly the file report which summarised the findings was titled ‘The M.P. and
his constituency’, indicating how male political leadership continued to be seen as normative despite
thirty years of women MPs. Respondents praised ‘active’ MPs who paid attention to matters of housing
and social services. However, party allegiance was seen as a key factor on which most respondents
judged the effectiveness of their MP. Even on local issues, many felt that they could not be represented
effectively by an MP whose party they opposed.98

MO’s subsequent 1950 election survey found that many were unaware of the names of the candi-
dates, despite the fact that the incumbent MP was standing for election again in each of the six London
constituencies surveyed. Around 40 per cent of people could not name their local MP when asked. The
majority of those surveyed did not give an opinion on their local representative.99 Respondents often
sought to downplay the importance of candidates’ personalities, arguing instead that it was essential
to vote for the party with the best programme. For example, in East Fulham a man (M45) struggled to
recall the name of Vyvan Adams, his favoured candidate, but stated ‘I don’t think much about the man
himself but it’s the Conservative people he stands for that’s what counts’.100 In the same constituency,
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‘IT’S THE PARTY THAT COUNTS’? 11

another man (M38B) claimed he was not concerned about whether women should be MPs: ‘The party
not the person or the sex is what matters’.101 In Islington East, a woman (F55D) stated that one of the
candidates, Wilmot, was ‘a very nice woman, but she’s a Conservative so I have to be against her’.102

Nonetheless, while party programmes dominated election campaigns, the evidence MO collected
suggested women candidates faced ongoing distrust about their suitability to be MPs, which helps
explain why they often tended to focus on their role as party representatives rather than making appeals
to represent the ‘woman’s point of view’. MO’s 1950 General Election survey suggested that several
respondents, and men in particular, assumed that male politicians were better suited to take on certain
tasks, particularly ministerial roles and questions related to finance or foreign affairs. Some argued
that the numbers of women MPs should be limited or appeared to assume that they would never make
up more than a small minority in the House of Commons for the foreseeable future. Typical of these
responses was a man (M53C) who stated that he was in favour of women MPs as they were ‘pretty
safe, ‘cos they’re not likely to get a majority over men. Then it would be fatal’.103

PROGRAMMES AND PERSONALITIES

This article has sought to demonstrate the importance of two inter-related sources for understanding
changing attitudes to gender and political leadership over time. The first of these, election addresses,
have long been recognised as a key document in British electioneering, acting as a set of principles
which candidates pledge to uphold should they be returned to Westminster. While historians have
valuably used election addresses to explore questions of gender and political culture in the immediate
aftermath of the two world wars, we suggest that they have a wider value in exploring long-term
changes in how politicians made gendered appeals to the public.104 Second, we demonstrate that
the ‘vernacular turn’, which has largely focused on reusing archived social science data to explore
attitudes to class and political engagement, can also be used to better understand the public’s attitude
to questions of gender and political culture.105

Early women parliamentary candidates built on the suffrage campaigners’ argument that there was
a distinctive woman’s point of view that needed to be represented at Westminster by women. These
pioneers tended to place a great deal of emphasis on their independence, often referring at length
to their own records in election literature. This approach may have been influenced, in part, by the
fact that many of these women had experience in the pre-war suffrage movement. However, from the
late 1920s onwards, it became increasingly common for women candidates to focus on outlining key
points from party manifestos in their election literature as politics became more programmatic, due,
in part, to the growing influence of Labour. This made it harder for female candidates to make unique
appeals to represent the ‘woman’s point of view’ in electioneering should they have wished to do so.
Ayrton-Gould’s career is indicative of this changing landscape. While Ayrton-Gould made much of the
distinctive qualities she could bring to Westminster as a woman during her first election campaigns in
the early 1920s, by the time of her final campaign in 1950, her efforts to present herself as a champion
of the welfare state closely resembled the approach taken by male Labour colleagues in neighbouring
London constituencies.

While MO election surveys suggest that the public based their voting decisions largely on attitudes
to party programmes, the normative concept of male political leadership arguably became gradually
more entrenched after 1918. Male candidates took care to present themselves as diligent workers for
their constituents’ welfare and keen supporters of their party’s programme for social reform. In doing
so, they challenged the idea that only female politicians could represent the ‘woman’s point of view’
in parliament. As existing studies have shown, the mid-twentieth century was a time when supposedly
masculine values of self-control, diligence and restraint were widely valued in political life both in
Britain and elsewhere in western Europe.106 Respondents to the ‘M.P. and his constituency’ directive
favoured ‘industrious’ MPs who brought qualities from their professional careers into serving their
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12 GENDER & HISTORY

constituents’ needs, with farmers being praised for their neighbourliness and ex-army officers for their
dutiful approach to constituents’ interests.107

Even though MO data suggest that while there was popular enthusiasm for MPs from professional
backgrounds, this largely benefitted men. Indeed, Summerskill faced widespread criticism for her
attempts to combine her medical and political careers, while also taking care of young children. And
yet, the difficulties which female candidates faced in arguing that women’s representation at Westmin-
ster should be significantly expanded were a product of the particular political circumstances which
Britain faced during the early decades of mass democracy. By the 1940s and 1950s, programmatic
politics had triumphed with the advent of the modern welfare state. National advertising campaigns
co-ordinated by Transport House and Conservative Central Office had now become central to election
campaigns.108 However, from the 1960s onwards, earlier paternalistic codes of political leadership
came under challenge in Britain as well as other parts of western Europe.109 In the UK, growing
frustrations with the records of the two main parties in government, who were widely viewed as over-
promising to the electorate, led to breakthroughs by challenger parties such as the Liberals and Scottish
National Party (SNP). These challengers focused more on community politics and the personalities of
individual candidates than national programmes for government. Winnie Ewing became a well-known
torchbearer for Scottish nationalism after her surprise by-election victory in 1967 brought the SNP to
national prominence. At the same time, issues where candidates often took a different line from their
party manifesto, such as abortion and equal pay, as well as European integration and immigration,
rose in prominence.110 In the era of ‘Second Wave Feminism’, the ‘woman’s point of view’ in British
politics could be stated afresh.
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