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WOMEN’S COMMITTEES IN SCOTLAND

Sue Lieberman

Preface

The growth of Women’s Committees has been one of the more ls;trifli(rigtg
developrr%ents in Local Government in the past decade. Frorr(; ; a(; beeI;
established by the Greater London Council in 1982, the sprea

rapid. There are now approximately 320 fyll standing Women’s

. - (2) .
Committees or sub-committees throughout the UK, of which five'” are in

Scotland with at least two more pending; notAtl(l) I::rr;tsig::t z; :(;rtrtlg:lr&b:g
ities Committees. r
number of Equal Opportunities ' . it an attempt (o
i i i experience in rel
kle the inequality which women X - in on
tgzz::vernment as ;ln institution and to the services which it provides

In common with other positive action initiatives En local gqvemxr;lc:ill,te,
in particular those on race and disability, Women’s Committees

a specific political base, referred to variously as the

glﬁ%?vnl}?bgﬁﬁrﬁo’% or as ‘Local Socialism’.*) This represents a conscious

attempt by a new generation offmore rlgtq:)?l()lf_,zz,t;%l:)r‘l (;ogurr(l)(l:llggzsxt:errtl?gsgﬁz
political affiliations in terms of a coaliti e inep ooy what, In
different forms of disadvantage, apd no long p ; S, what, in
i i en described as ‘the urban disposse _
g::ﬁ:)‘t:l{asnbytenrgl;;e:n: zfit phenomenon common to all Labour l::our;:gisl; b;rt1
has more clearly emerged in those areas where therltg,ticsastowardS n
occupational shift of power in local Labour party _p?ngl fowards 2
rofessional often university educated class. Not surprlsb y,Part St SiX
l\)Vomen’s Committees were in Lond(.)n,' where t‘he Lalour.nte“iy thas 2
stronger numerical following from within the middle-class 1 g

than in the industrial heartlands.

This provides the political context in which 'Women’s lgp]l?lrr:g::::zi
were first set up. It still remains a distinct strand in the est:ii 1sthe e of
many Women’s Committees. But the trend hlas gow splr)eacot;)Sidered re

iti f which Scotland may be
traditional Labour heartlands, o 1 : Ty B e fore

i f Women’s Committees in Sco ;
example. The experience o s otland is therefore
i i i tained look at an area
of interest in that it allows for a contain : rere the conflie
i i tablished interests may ,
between fashionable ideas and es | more overt,

in thi able commentary on p

d in this sense can offer a more vari t ,
Zgwns of Women’s Committees than may be the case ‘down south’.
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Of course, even allowing for the contextual changes in which Women’s
Committees have been allowed to develop, it goes without saying that the
major thrust behind their being set up in the first place has been the impact
of the women’s movement. Women’s Committees represent the first
specific attempt to translate into institutional terms action to meet the
needs of a discrete group within the population whose demands were
underpinned by a distinct body of ideology. In this sense, Women’s
Committees were in advance of similar efforts on race, disability and
homosexuality, where coherent theories as against the practical effects of
disadvantage were either less clearly formulated or popularised. So
Women’s Committees also act as a commentary on the difficulties and
conflicts involved when theory meets reality; that is, when a body of ideas
which are essentially at variance with institutional norms are translated into
the institutional setting.

Not surprisingly, the establishment of any Women’s Committee is
almost invariably accompanied by controversy. I say not surprisingly,
because such a venture challenges simultaneously anumber of interests and
structures within local government: political, economic, institutional and
personal. The overriding task of the Women'’s Committee has to be to cope
effectively with these conflicts and to achieve some recognisable progress.
Unfortunately, the job is often made considerably more difficult by a lack
of clarity from the outset as to the complex nature of these conflicts and as
to what realistic objectives there might be. The fact that, despite the
difficulties, Women’s Committees are not only spreading but in most cases
achieving important results is a tribute to the dedication of those involved.
It should not blind us to the fact that many of the difficulties they face are
unnecessary. If the same degree of care and thought was given to the
establishment of a Women’s Committee as, say, to a programme of
decentralisation of services, responsibility for success or failure would
depend less heavily on the abilities and efforts of a few individuals.
Realpolitik, however, dictates that marginalisation is an essential
component of seemingly positive responses to movements which
fundamentally challenge the distribution of power and wealth in society.

This chapter does not purport to be a detailed examination of the work
of Women’s Committees in Scotland. Neither time nor resources permit
such an exercise. The intention is to provide a general background as to the
context and thinking behind the setting up of Women’s Comnmittees; to
describe some of their achievements in Scotland; and to discuss some of the
political and organisational problems affecting them. The focus is
specifically on Women’s Comnmittees, rather than on the more broadly
titled Equal Opportunities Committees®, since the former are more
politically and publicly exposed and act more as a focus, variously, of
support and opposition. The experience of Women’s Committees qua
Women’s Committees therefore provides more of a statement on the
impact of controversial experiments on established institutions. The
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i inciple of a Women’s
ncludes with an assessment of the princip :
g::;gtéz. The empbhasis throughout should be understood as applying to
Scotland, except where otherwise stated.

THE ORIGINS OF WOMEN’S COMMITTEES

Women’s Committees began in London, in circumstances of partt:qultilr
political and ideological change. These circumstances will tl)e s riel z
described. But the spread of Womep’s .Commnttees to S((:jot ;m E in
possibly to more ‘conservative’ councils in parts of Eng_laq , z;: at (ig
place against a somewhat -different background. It 1.sff unp(t) ailitical
acknowledge these distinctions. At the end of the day, d1 eren pﬁl it
ideologies may be less important than a deeply-rooted sexism in exphave ! g
the difficulties all Women’s Committees seem to face. Howev:frf, ws veto
recognise that both factors — and others - qx1st and 1ntqrac;, ecting oth
the climate of opinion and events. There is no blueprint hor sqcces*ii.edin
unravelling the issues which affect and influence may help t ol§e !nv]c; edin
the setting up of Women’s Committees to understanq rea 1s;1c‘a {1 hat
action they may need to take or to avoid in order to maximise their

of succeeding.

In London, Women’s Committees seem to have broadly emedrggd fr;)ﬁn
a combination of two dominant factors. .One was the growth, 'ul?lr:gd .tes
1970s, of a new left-of-centre movement in tl}e Labppr Party whic l't? i :
feet, for want of a better word, in qommumty politics and thF pc; 1t1cst lc:
protest. The ‘generation of ‘68’, having founfi that.there were limits c]"t' cz
effectiveness of direct action moved sy§temat1cally into malnstg:am p(?t;];n
during the next decade in order to mﬂuer_lce and change hqm WL ticai
Others still stayed on the outside, preferring to channel t,elr p::ment
energies through independent movements, suph as the tenanté l:l}g\;) ment ,
or more formalised pressure groups such as ("nngerbreqd anc:) ] i men)tz
Action Group. Nevertheless, there remained considerable move

between the two.

The relationship between community act‘ion and formall1 Qohtéc;x;
change is a fascinating area of study, and one quite rele.var.lt to the 1ssunise
Women’s Committees. Are women better off continuing to orga se
outside of mainstream structures? Or should they join power structilre.s i
order to effect change? In reality, these choices are not mgtually ;xq (;151:11;
But they form a continuing dilemma for feminists in trying tof atlzl e the
best means of achieving change, and ‘the' experience O omel
Committees has not necessarily resolved this dilemma.

j i i f the first Women’s

The other major strand in the evolution o : ’
Committees was the growing articulacy of th.e Women s Mqverpent. ’Il‘hls
had also in part developed from the radicalisation of pplltlcs in the late
1960s and 1970s in which many of the women involved, influenced by the
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growth in feminist ideas, began to recognise that ‘gender-blind’ political
action in effect left women’s social and economic position unchanged.
During the 1970s, a wealth of feminist theory and writing developed,
analysing patriarchy, language, marxist theories of reproduction, the
family, sexuality and other major issues associated with the complexities of
women’s position in society. This profoundly influenced the development
of the Women’s Movement and of particular women’s interest/action
groups. Some groups —notably, Women’s Aid groups —even began to gain
tenuous access to resources, to set up refuges for women experiencing
domestic violence. Although in truth such initiatives could be
unconsciously dismissed by those in power as merely meeting the
requirements of a particular form of social deviance, they were important
for giving women themselves a recognised basis from which to analyse and
challenge the social meaning of violence towards women in general.

This growth in confidence and awareness underpinned the thinking of
those women now moving into mainstream politics at the local level. They
began to see — often from their own experience — that the under-
representation of women in politics and attitudes towards childrearing and
domestic roles were closely intertwined. The work of the Women’s
Movement pointed them to a realisation that systematic discrimination,
intended or unintended, affected women'’s opportunities in every sphere of
local government activity. The question was, what to do about it? And the
answer, to Valerie Wise, elected to the new Labour administration at the
Greater London Council in 1981, was to set up a committee specifically
devoted to the promotion of women’s interests.

This move was tremendously attractive to London feminists.
Hundreds turned up to each of the GLC Women’s Committeess open
meetings. Undoubtedly, it spurred women on to call for similar moves in
their own borough councils. By the end of 1982, no fewer than five other
councils in London - all Labour-controlled — had established full standing
committees or sub-committees of central committees. The GLC’s became
by far the biggest, with a staff approaching 100 at abolition in 1986. It also
continued to set the pace, establishing norms such as popular consultation,
strategy working parties and high grading of staff.

This rapid growth was very influential in other areas. Women in the
Labour Party up and down the country, who had perhaps been struggling
for years to get women’s issues onto the agendas of their local parties, saw
the establishment of a Women’s Committee as an immediate vehicle for
getting women’s concerns addressed. Younger men councillors, who
increasingly were coming to dominate local political scenes, began-to see
women’s committees as a hallmark of what a ‘right-on’ new Labour left
council should be doing — along with initiatives on race, disability, and
socialist enterprise. In this way, the impetus to set up Women’s Committees
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shifted from having a fairly strong popular feminist base to being more
heavily determined by party caucuses.

The crucial issue in all this seems to be the extent to wh_lch ‘fashjonfable’
political causes reflect and relate to the needs and mteregts fob‘;he
electorate. The Women’s Movement h.as often l?een accused o tlmg
white, middle-class and able-bodied. It is often — in my view, CO(I;I;(;IC y -
argued that whereas some issues are common to all f\:ome(rg),wo ne;rs -
particularly the effects of race and class - hgve distinct e tactsih A elllg S
Committees in London were greeted with enormous efrll‘ tus%:rlx:l i
organised white women’s groups, but thqy soon ran into cforll1 1;: w1uent a;: ‘
women’s groups over issues of race. Thlfs 1§£’yr:1[;tno’rsnaé1((): r(I)1 ntlise;zqand gth;e)
i rience between promoters o o
Ez)nft):ll:ﬁlities they are intended to serve. In Lor,ldon, the general :bsfr:)clt; ((:)lf
black women from the mainstream Womqn s Movc?ment ellg o lack
people from the Labour Party meant that this separation cou 1lr(1.1 ia C);ass
overlooked. In the industrial areas of the north, where] w:lr l?‘%ics ss
experience still underpins the Labour Party, and therefore oc g? lork,in
a much greater extent, the gﬁp betweerll ‘n};dglel-r(l:lgs; ?:f;yt ;:re xere n (g)
class experience’ could not be so overlooked. nd, there were no

om an organised women’s movement outs!d? of the
%’raer?; ?(?)ly:h'f(r)men’s Corgnmittees to be setup. Most_qf the initial battlerfdh;\:rel
been fought purely within the confines of the political strgctures(,) ;11 o
crudely be characterised as being between men (and sometimes w en) on
both the traditional right and the far left of the Labour Party, ml of;t)pround
to women activists supported by middle class men in the centre left g .

i ’ i tly in existence in
Thus, of the five women’s cpmmlttees curren T
Scotland, only one — Stirling’s (which was the first in chtland) can_lle
about as ’the result of a decision by the Laboflllr GrgllqlJ rtiinmn% tt}}:: zgsggl
i isi i i ntial leader o s
This decision, crucially supported by the influe counci
i t influence from the GLC in the
Michael Connarty, came as a result of direc "
i i 1l the result of manifesto
erson of Valeric Wise. The others were a 4 t of L
gommitments, made through the party me;mber_slup. This dlffert:,jn((:)e;l 1:
important. It creates the possibility of an 1mt1aftlve bdemg tllrlpp;)s:an na
ially i i herefore, does this
tentially hostile ruling group. Not f)nly, therefore, dc b
?k?eeih’omgn’s Committee has to establish its crthblll.ty \yltl} women outt§1de
the council; not only has it to find a way of tackling discriminatory prac }ﬁgst
and perceptions throughout the administrative structures of the councrln,1 i
may have to do this in the face of obstruction within the ;ullmg bg;g:ge.n ! hl:
i i ear’s delay
ay in part explain, for example, why th.ere wasay A
g;tgblislk)lment gf a Women’s Committee in Edinburgh, and the setting up of
a unit to service the committee.

This extremely unpromising starting point is not inevitable; nor does it

undermine the case for a Women’s Committee initiative per se. But it d(t)}clas
call for better reflection by those responsible for the initiative as to the
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subsequent strategies that will be needed to overcome those barriers. Too
often, the achievement of a Women’s Committee is seen as an end-product
in itself, with insufficient thought as to the continuing support it needs. This
can result in a feeling that the Committee has been abandoned to its own
fate, and this is an inauspicious atmosphere in which to begin work.

It should be said that continued reference to the Labour Party in
relation to Women’s Committees is not a sign of partisanship. It is simply
the fact that the vast majority of all Women’s Committees, and all of the
ones in Scotland, have been set up by Labour Councils. The other major
political parties do not tend to display the same interest. Indeed, the
position of Conservative councillors in Scotland can generally be described
as one of overwhelming hostility to the concept and existence of Women’s
Committees. The SLD, on the whole, is more supportive — indeed, the
previous Alliance parties demonstrated much the best track records, pro
rata, in encouraging women into active politics. However, it has to be
pointed out that in Aberdeen, the Women’s Committee sot up under a
Labour administration was abolished when the Liberal Party took control
in 1986, and was replaced by an Equal Opportunities Committee, an
ideologically different vehicle that blurs the distinction between different
forms of disadvantage and oppression.

All this may look somewhat invidious. After all, the women’s
movement is non-partisan, and the ideology of feminism is often
antagonistic to the theories underpinning mainstream political parties. For
example, conventional Marxist theory pays no attention to the role of
women in the production of wealth or the reproduction of labour:
consequently, women’s work becomes invisible. Thatcherite ideology is
explicitly geared to the exploitation of women in their domestic roles,
although individual women may escape this through personal access to the
benefits of the free market. The concept of gender equality is not specific to
a class perspective; in fact, it sits well within a Liberal ideology. Be that as it
may, for better, for worse, the development of Women’s Committees is, at
present, closely tied up with Labour party politics, and it is within that
framework of class, race, gender, populism and radical town hall politics
that Women’s Committees currently exist.

THE WORK OF WOMEN’S COMMITTEES IN SCOTLAND

“For too long, within the Council and the local community, decisions
about how money was spent, and what the priorities were, were in
the hands of committees that were largely made up of men. The

Women’s Committee is trying to change this, because women have
an important contribution to make in decisions

The District Council set up the Women’s Committee to make sure
that the voice of women and the interests of women were well
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represented and are made to count.....

Broadly speaking, the work of Womens' Committees falls into three

distinct fields of operation. I shall define these as:

r support to women, often a new/

RE i rvice O . i
a) providing a direct se rt in an area outwith the council’s own

experimental service, or suppo
direct interest;

epartments and committees of the council to

. . d :
b) workine e delivery in women’s interests; and

modify existing service
i iti rvice
¢) tackling the council’s employment practices and conditions of se

. . ise
All of these function within a broade:r frameworll( stl(lil, OVI:Z.t l:;) lrg::sa ]
areness and to ensure that womqn’s issues are place O e fends
arlvthority agenda, as the above quotation §uggests. Norkarle e e e
?nutually exclusive; for example, provision of a worlop :es creche or
e Towee prOgraﬁ}mg f;) : ‘:eog?reirslact:irgg is)ll1elpful in order to
d(c). However, some kind ol ca T rto

?(;);rl:ti(?)? ;:ttén)]s and the ones I have used offer a reasonable starting po

e observed that there may be a.dlfference. in lf‘{e\lz ;f
Women’s Committee functioning at Beglona eml )
level. Of the five Womep’s Com;m}teesE gye:sl " z
ting in Scotland, three are district committees (Stlrlu(;g,C tl?al) gIf
and Wes Lothian) and two are regional (Lothian an enl > I
. wl?Stt'ons can t;e drawn from such small samgles, the more oc]? \::ith
 are lSfadl' trict councils tends to result in more direct contact WOrk ®
naturenoin (:(S)mmunities outside the council; whilst the much larger;:(zie of
region al councils, geographically, as gmployers of wo.mene;nd d
reapon ible for the two largest of council services (education "
;eeisi%zssl) 2u;grests the more strategic importance of focussing on wor

internally.

It also hasto b
operation between a
and one at District

bove, it is immediately noticeable

i ined a : :
Looking at the three areas outli DO i s direct service or

ivities associated with the first, i : or
tlllli)tpgl(ftmtl(l)tl\?vsomen have received by far the most attention. Childcar
S! s

W()lnell’s CO"““itteeS i“ SCOtlalld a"d the“ units have addIeSSCd

themselves.

i istrict

Childcare stands out as the single biggest con;ersr}.S?ilrllit:gre;iglsstmh

Councils have operated Christmas shopping creches, g Wit S

ece that a permanent shoppers’ creche has now been estal 1t Wor,nen’s

f)li/cecregg 000 registrations in its %rst ye;iar oi qg:rtzal:;og(; uCnr:iTl;le:VZ Women®s
Commiitee meetings both inside and outsi
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established as a norm, and the provision of workplace creches pursued with
varying degrees of interest, if with no practical outcome to date. Some
committees/units have initiated discussions with other sections of their
councils with a view to improving childcare provision associated with
leisure or educational opportunities, although progress is inevitably slow.

That childcare should receive so much attention from Women’s
Committees is hardly surprising. The restrictions imposed on women’s lives
through their responsibility for childrearing are such that to talk of opening
up opportunities for women in any field of activity is meaningless unless
alternative childcare provision is made. Even to consult with women in the
community is affected: preschool children have to accompany their
mothers to meetings; women have to leave activities at 3 o’clock to pick up
their children from school; single parents cannot leave their children to go
out at night. “Who cares for the children?” is one of the key questions in a
feminist analysis of societal organisation. It is inevitable that Women’s

Committees will at an early stage address themselves to this issue in some
way.

To a lesser extent, it is also inevitable that, at some level, Women’s
Committees will take an interest in health issues. Women’s health has been
amajor area of interest and activity in both the women’s movement and in
community work with women for the past ten years. This is for three
reasons: one, women have particular health needs associated with their
reproductive system; two, again as a result of their role within the family,
they have greater contact with health services; and three, the health service
is dominated by men in crucial areas of diagnosis and resource allocation,
hence power is perceived to be misused in various ways to subordinate
women'’s personal and collective interests. Health has also become one of
the most highly politicised of public service issues over a long period; not
only in relation to the NHS, but also as a result of various forms of
government propaganda: on smoking, alcohol and drugs, for example.
Public consciousness of health as an issue is high, and it is therefore not
surprising that it is an area in which women are readier to mobilise. The
promotion of cervical cancer screening, the support given to hospital and
other women’s health action groups, and the organising of women’s health
events, all of which have featured in the work of Women’s Committees, can
be viewed to a large extent within this context.

Violence against women is another theme which echoes around
Women’s Committees. Violence, or the fear of violence, whether physical
or sexual, affects women’s lives to a quite remarkable extent, for example,
restricting women’s freedom of movement at certain times or in certain
areas. The law, the police, physical planning, public transport, street
lighting and specialist support services are all involved. Women'’s
Committees in Scotland have variously organised local conferences on the
issue of violence, sought dialogue with police forces, supported Women’s
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Aid and Rape Crisis Centres, and lobbied for improved public safety
measures.

That these three issues —childcare, health anq violence - hellve drcic?,lxve(i
such particular attention from Women’s Commlttees in Scotlan t¢=,e s ,Al:]]
something about the processes through which tlhe (;o:lﬁmltticg ((:)tpev;z:) m.en’s

i i i sult of the co
hese issues have gained emphasis as a re i itact !
tCommittm‘,s have had with women and women’s organisations :jn Itth'e
community. They are major issues for women, as alé_?:i%' expflalvnfo&len!:
: i i for the credibility o
therefore of particular importance T [ Wome
i n to achieve something in these
Committees that they are seen by women to s ; flese
’s Committees, quite apart from
areas. The very newness of Women’s i 1 t from
political vulnerability, means that they will be heav:jly ;zr:ﬁ?é;egéntggi
isi iti i ile for the committee, and o
raising a positive public profi T ne whi n ot
i n the community but may
only generate active support from women i
to dye%lect or moderate criticisms and hostility from o,flller quartelrl§, 1l:e,come;
closely tied up with the need to “deliver som: gO(l)lds 1111 arez::sx \: ml;):lewi(;n:ﬁe
i ifi i nother clear
have identified are of special concern. clear
provision of grant-aid to women’s groups and organisations. At letasg dt:?]
Women’s Committees (Lothian and Edinburgh) have made,hg.rell]nf-axt an
important point of contact with women’s g;oups, gnd (t)nte,hwt 1tc)0 ) l::at llllese
igni i i ici e pertinent tha
significantly in their publicity. It may er b
cogmmitteesy are in councils with established traditions of grant-aid.

The second area of activity is by far the most complex,fand o?fci:é
correspondingly, in which there are fewer exgmples d(;urtshiicon
achievements to point to. The reasons for this will be discusse : Women’é
In many respects it is the most fundarr'len‘tal. purpose O  omen’s
Committees to change the unconsc'lously. dlscqmlnatow norm: d{:]ive !
councils have hitherto functioned in thc_alr policies and SCI;Y]C? el ﬁrz,
therefore all Women’s Committees/Units, however tentatively R

must take this on.

Many early initiatives are pat'chy. Subsequently, tm((j)Stt V\t/)(l)lrirllgir:l ]
Committees recognise that more time has to be devote | 0han ) cal%
structures and systems of communflcatlon 1ntci£nag)é itr)liflcl)rr;: hre(e:st(:1 blisi c can

i . After two years, for example, Ec ¢

té\?oﬁf:rie:rfg Housing Sub-éommittee, jointly serviced by officers fr:trir:: ;ﬁe
Housing Department and the Womep’s Unit, to loqk.motrje syste.I:Cd ca itz
at women’s housing needs and council res.ponses..Stlrlmg et_erm:-V edin its
fourth year to focus on leisure anq recreation services as a mallé) ;e ice are:

where gender analysis and positive action measures w(;)u € nicatioﬁ
Central Region has prioretised the devc_:lopment of goo chomm(;JViSion on
systems within the Council, whilst Lothlan has looke.d.tf) ; e pr sion of
childcare in all educational establishments as an initial major setvice
objective. Edinburgh provides another example of a different apprto ach. In
its first year, the Women’s Committee gained the agreemen
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Recreation Committee to employ two specialist fieldworkers within the
Recreation Department to develop women’s involvement in sports and
recreation activities. This is a logical — and, one may argue, a more natural —
extension of the Women’s Committee’s own grassroots work, as it provides
for more consistent contact and development work with women, whilst
freeing the Women’s Committee to focus more on policy issues.

These examples — none of them earth-shattering — indicate a variety of
approaches which can be taken to changing service delivery. All are equally
valid, and which approach suits which situation wil depend on a variety of
circumstances, not least of which is what will gain cooperation and support
from others. It is often a source of considerable frustration to Women’s
Committees and their officers that it is relatively easy to gain contact and
response from women directly, and relatively difficult to tackle the local
authority itself. However, it has to be recognised that a local authority is a
large organisation and change will tend to occur slowly, especially with the
minimal resources at the disposal of most Women’s Committees. In this
sense, it is unwise to expect — or to fear -~ too much of Women’s
Committees; the setting of modest attainable objectives and a realistic
timetable is a far more useful approach.

To a large extent, this is also true of work on the council’s own
employment practices. Work on this area is central to Women’s
Committees’ concerns, for local authorities are major employers of women
and for the most part of women at low grades. In Lothian Regional Council,
for example, some 20,000 women are employed out of a total of 28,000
within the workforce. Of these the majority are employed in low grade, low
paid jobs with only a small proportion of women attaining top management
posts. It is well recognised that women on the whole will continue to
predominate at the low-paid, part-time level of the employment market
without attention being paid to improved maternity rights, childcare,
career breaks, training and confidence building, and a variety of other
issues. An Equal Opportunities policy is an essential corollary of a
Women’s Committee, and Women’s Committees will usually enter into this
area of work in response to developments — or sometimes lack of
developments — in the personnel arena.

Two Women’s Committees in particular have prioretised this area of
work. In Stirling, the Women’s Committee was involved with Personnel in
producing an Equal Opportunities policy; and in Lothian, issues such as
equal pension and sickness rights, and improved maternity conditions,
have been the focus. Prioretising employment matters requires a similar
approach to working on service delivery, with two important differences.
One is that it is a more concentrated area of work than the council’s-entire
service operation, and one in which it may be possible to achieve
consolidated results more quickly. The other is that it brings a third party
onto the scene: viz, the trade unions. Depending on circumstances, the
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latter can be a source of support or obstruction(i for they rtepggtiglcli :1113?2;1 (l)rf
i i f gender issues to
conflicts over the importance of gent ) :
gllee Sliirll)f)ur party, both being movements which have evolved in a society
and a class based on the gender division of labour.

This section has not set out to document every ac:liv;t)é ::ndf(l;t?nk(ieir(:at;(y:
i ’ i te. The purpose ha
ttish Women’s Committees to .da : h
tS;;) k;nd of approaches and priorities Women’s Commltteeshhe:ivg :g()l:;i(:;
and to suggest the rationale for this. The ranfgtci1 oft wc(i)trl; ;g:gt;ion ' gt oy
’ i i flective of the ta 1
Women’s Committees is merely rel fation that they
i disadvantage. Almost any 1ssu
should tackle all issues of gender Aot Ay e O oo be
i to women,; realistically, choic
to a local authority has relevance listicall ave to be
’s Committee’s life are as mu
de, and the early years of a Women’s : _
g;:z)osing the most effective directions as they are about being able to point

to a list of achievements.

Problems & Issues

«If the combined job descriptions of most !oca! authority wontll(l:irrl1 s
officers were boiled down to one sentence it might read something

like this:

ithi k, but to do so using
¢ hange the world within 37 hours a week, SO
;;i;al rgesources, with due care not to attract adverse publha;yle_mfd
preferably without causing any discomfort to the deep—sea}tle Laei) :fui
and traditions of the public, the council as a whole and the

Group in particular’.” (Anon)

of a Women’s Committee is almost invanab(liy
eactions: support and hostility. As al;ea.dy suggested,
rst instance from women within the Labour
women councillors and from some, usually

- ~sexist
younger, male councillors and party mlembcf,trs wl:;t azglr;i St(;tr;ogo ]slcti((:f]]
i t, hostility, frequently quite overt, .
P o onmosit i cially the Conservative party) and
level both from opposition parties (especially A pary) anc
ithi Ider, male party members, d a
from within the ranks of o , ¢ oS, A
ini i ithin the machinery of the local au yit
administrative level from within f o dinga
’ i d much of their early years in d
Women’s Committees usually spend m yearsin trebelng
i i i nce supporters of their ,
delicate line between wanting to convi e
i i hostility. As the above quotati ggests,
whilst assuaging some of the ) : . gaess,
i ini th maximum expectations,
do so with minimal resources angi witk :
:Egefore within the difficult area of idealism and theory versus realism and

practice that so many problems tend to arise.

The setting up
accompanied by two rea :
support tends to come in the fi
Party, from some (but not all)

The origins of these problems are both cogflused land g(f)mrpmliﬁz(i)tset(iil 1 t?to e;
iti leaving aside the simplistic and largely unito
?l(l)ehlt(l)cczll léZ)flls’e:vz‘;ivg party, Women’s Committees stand at the crossroads
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of socialism and feminism, and they are vulnerable on both fronts. The
power struggle that has been waged within the Labour Party for the past 10
years or more, between, broadly speaking, the old right guard, the hard left
and the centre left directly affects Women’s Committees both before and
after their establishment. Crudely speaking, the ‘old right’ of the party,
which dominated it until the 1970s and which is still very strong in the old
Labour heartlands, depends on a traditional membership which is heavily
dominated by working class, male trade unionists. Both their personal and
political position is bound up with a set of family relationships in which
women have always been subordinate, for example, by providing the
appropriate domestic arrangements by which men can, at a much earlier
age and to a far greater extent than women, enter actively into politics or
trade unionism. While this still applies in large measure to the whole of
society, it has been challenged by the Women’s Movement; and given that
the latter is generally speaking middle class and educated, it allows
traditionalists to dismiss it as irrelevant to a working-class party.

This attitude has found more clearly articulated echo from within the
ranks of the hard left. To a large extent, the latter is a reworking of the
traditional Labour base, albeit with a refined sense of Marxist purism. In
the ideology of the hard Left, the class struggle is supreme, while ‘positive
action’ whether on gender, disability, sexual orientation or race is seen as a
diversion from the main task (although racial initiatives are sometimes
coopted). The most obvious example of this in practice in a council is in
Liverpool, where, in contradistinction to other Labour authorities where a
‘new Left’ group had ousted a traditional one, the hard Left leadership after

1982 successfully opposed any call for the establishment of a Women'’s
Committee.

Women’s Committees gain the majority of their political support from
the ‘middle left’ ground, where they are part of a reworking of socialist
concepts, and of efforts to reach out to a new, mixed audience of voters.
But support may only go so far, and they are not infrequently caught up in
some of the wider power struggles between left and right in which
compromises and changes of allegiance are often made. The sheer lack, in
numerical terms, of women councillors is a serious disadvantage when it
comes to the Labour group holding firm to an anti-sexist course of action.

In Scotland, whilst things are changing, much political power still
resides with the traditional sector of the Labour Party. In some areas, this
means that a Women’s Committee simply will not be set up; in others, that
if one is set up, it will have considerable difficulty in challenging certain
political norms within the Labour Group. A brief story, not from Scotland,
will illustrate both the difficulty in separating the personal from the
political, and the tensions that can result. In the early 1980s, I helped set up
a local community health project, funded through the Urban Programme,
in the north-east of England, in a traditional working-class area, where
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there was a close relationship between local male trade unionists and the
local male councillors. This project concentrated substantially on work
with women, including helping women to become more conscious of their
own needs and more assertive. The resultant change in family politics led
many of their husbands to lobby the councillors to withdraw funding from
the project, which they held responsible for their wives’ new attitudes. The
project survived, but largely because the old right wing were no longer in
the ascendancy in the council itself.

This example also illustrates another problem for Women’s
Committees: that of control. In traditional Labour areas, there is often a
reluctance to support ‘independent’ groups, and a corresponding tendency
to steer all new developments directly from the council. Even in areas
where financial support is given to independent community groups, it is
usually accompanied by a requirement that the council, in the person of
local councillors, is strongly represented on the group. This may create
difficulties for women’s organisations who may view this as incompatible
with their own aims and structures — for example, the inclusion of men in
their decision-making. Where Women’s Committees, therefore, may aim
to work with and support women’s groups in the community, they may find
themselves on the horns of a dilemma between encouraging independence
and conforming with group policy on control. Itis noticeable, for example,
that in the two areas, Edinburgh and Stirling, where councils have
supported the establishment of new technology training centres for women,
both centres have included male representatives of the funding councils in
their management arrangements. There is no suggestion that this in itself
has been a source of conflict in either situation, but it is certainly an area in
which purist feminist ideology has to meet the political requirements of the

ruling party.

One particular arena in which political battles are always waged is that
of the budget. The combined weight of political opposition to a Women’s
Committee usually means that compromises are made over the size of
budget the committee can wield, including how many staff it can appoint,
whether it gives grants, and what direct powers are at its disposal. A great
deal of significance is attached to this — some real, some symbolic. The
Women’s Committee need a reasonable budget in order to appoint
sufficient staff and to undertake some initiatives, like a shoppers’ creche, or
consultation meetings. Most of the Scottish Women’s Committees are
resourced to the bare minimum, most evidently in their staffing. But
arguments in favour of apportioning a budget to reflect the size of the
female population are somewhat simplistic. The Women’s Committee is
not the only committee to deal with women, and its initiatives are as much
to do with demonstration as actual provision. If the Women’s Committee is
successful, it is arguable that the effect will be apparent in other committees
of the council ‘bending’ their programmes; if it is not, a substitution budget
will not tackle institutionalised sexism in the long run. Whilst the size of the
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&Jgie;nl,s 1me0napt, it is not necessarily in having a large budget that the
s Committee will be most successful. Success will lie more

importantly in the way in which the C i i
. O i .
Wit ey in the way in w mmittee and its officer(s), interface

Wo n?:nfzslr ég:lr\l/e _(::velt n some detail on the political constraints affecting
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’
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In contrast, a Women’s C i i
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v ) m
i(r)lfgr(::srt,s c;hfavrvg:d with tlllle unenviable task of taking forwgrd work inetrlllz
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campaigning, forging links with women i vity, sot ) ne
campa » fi in the communit tti
Initiatives and introducing non-sexi ici « throughont the
i . -sexist policies and practice th
council. It is a job demandin i tment, anq foaoun the
t g a high level of commitment, and
characterised by burnout within th I Scotiang o
> e space of 2-3 years. In Scotland, f
p ; . ou
the five established Women’s Committees are serviced by one V\;omern?z

Officer, who in turn
cer, may have th i
administrative assistance. d © support of some clerical and

A whole host of questions attach th is si
¢ 1 emselves to this situati
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Important of all, how will she be su et of the o
tan » e pported to make sense of th i
unrealistic expectations attached to her job i (evable prioriics.
[ ) , to define achievabl ioriti
and to deal with the hostilit e i 77 ATl of thees
C y and obstacles placed in her way?
%uesthns have surfaced at some stage in the life 0? y;‘allA l\lNoofntllées’e
ommittees in Scotland; not all of them have been satisfactorily answeréldS

It is worth examining some of the issues at stake here. To begin with

the background and skills of the Women’ i
2 I men’s Officer herself. Th i
are as wide as the choices of the work of the Committee.e f\h (;;xfgfn};r’i
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Officer may have a background in the women’s.m;)ver;ler(l)tlitiirclscglr.rlir:?(r)léz
i ion, i jonism, in local p
work, in adult education, in trades unionism,
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i in * ’ k with women in the community.
experience in ‘outreach’ wor v unity. Neither
i i : te, but the unavoidable re
background is of itself more-appropriate, 1 :
havingg only one post to fill is that of having to give a certain prefer@:trll]cet ﬁ:
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Here the issue of management support becomes of centtra_l
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ouncil, and thus in her marglnallsatloq. [ ]
2hange the council considerably more difficult and may reinforce a press.;JreI:.
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within the council’s workforce.

Linked to this is the issue of pay. The grading of ngpr}?ﬁ&féc;r; 11? Illlgl
e oy and. supporiers arguing for a salary scale
el i i gt o o Mo i

i i re o
ey e reeedin ol e e e
happ isi i i influence of Stirling, Scotlan
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lower management.

A reluctance to appoint more than one Women’s Officer inevitably
restricts the work a Women’s Committee.ls able to undertakef:i . Howe:';,;
even where a decision is taken to appoint a number of officers, o
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questions arise. In Edinburgh, three Women’s Officers were appointed
simultaneously. Under pressure from the district women’s party, and in
contrast to the proposal by the Personnel Department, they were
appointed on the same grade and as a collective. Now this raises some very
interesting issues. Collectives are a hallmark of feminist ideology. They are
adopted as working arrangements deliberately to counterpose traditional
hierarchical systems which are perceived as being male and oppressive.
Even in autonomously-run organisations, they experience difficulties
inherent in the nature of collectivity, and it is not uncommon for members
of a collective to feel frustrated, abused or similarly oppressed. The
advantages of a collective are usually considered to be that they equalise
responsibility for decision- making, and therefore are democratic, and that
they share out all the tasks. This process is almost always more time-
consuming than conventional forms of decision-making.

But local government is of its very nature a hierarchical institution.
Creating collective arrangements for Women’s Units may make a decisive
political statement about challenging oppressive ‘male’ structures. They
may achieve less decisive political reality in terms of effective functioning
and change within the norms of the organisation. The time, necessary to
collectives, spent on discussion, sharing information, agreeing on priorities
and tasks, and overcoming disagreement, does not sit easily in an
institution where management is by results and where the requirements of
the committee cycle are pre-eminent. Moreover, any conflict, which as
indicated is far from uncommon in collectives generally, within a unit as
politically exposed as a Women’s Unit, may reinforce a prevailing

scepticism within the authority’s officer corps towards the whole
initiative.®

These issues all revolve around the difficulty of reconciling theory with
reality. As such, they are not confined to Women’s Committees, but have
relevance to any situation in which new concepts, especially politically
vulnerable ones, are applied to local government traditions. What
Women’s Committees demonstrate is that feminist ideology cannot
revolutionise local government overnight. Indeed, the very act of setting up
a Women’s Committee suggests a tacit acceptance of the need to conform
to some extent in order to work and to change from within. The choice is
not between feminising local government and betraying all feminist
principles by being coopted wholesale; rather it is about selecting forms of
action that will advance women’s interests as broadly, and at the same time
as specifically, as possible, taking account of the culture, history,
organisational systems and political realities of the authority.

In this section, I have discussed some of the political and structural
issues affecting Women’s Committees as a commentary on their need to
look realistically at the strengths and weaknesses of their situation. The
clearest message is that limited resources and internal opposition constrain
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what can be achieved; therefore time and thought need to be given to the
most effective ways of achieving structural change. In the last section, I will
consider what future lies in store for Women’s Committees and whether
there are alternatives for improving women’s lot in relation to local

government.

THE ONLY WAY?

Women’s Committees have now been in existence for rather less than
ten years; in Scotland for less than five. Already in parts of England there
are signs of a shift away from Women’s Committees, even where they have
been established. Does this suggest revisionism on the part of radical left
politics? Or is it indicative of a legitimate reappraisal of how women’s

equality may be best achieved?

Women’s Committees have undoubtedly made a mark on local
government politics and have achieved a great deal, both practically and in
raising women’s profile and awareness. Yet they are still very much on the
margins of local government, still subject to political controversy, and still
struggling, in an unfavourable financial climate, for better resources. The
question therefore has to be asked: are Women'’s Committees the only or
even the best way of achieving change for women in local government?

I am not going to provide any simple answers to this question.
Uncritical defence in a sensitive area is as unhelpful to an initiative’s
consolidation as unremitting attack. The mistake, in my view, lies in the
unhesitating pursuit of one sole goal, regardless of possible alternatives.
The key question for any councilshould not be, “Shall we setup a Women’s
Committee?”, but “How can women’s equality best be achieved within this
council?”, and underlying this, “What priority do we give to tackling
gender disadvantage?” The answer to this may well be a Women'’s
Committee; equally it may not, and I say this without in any way wishing to
detract from the achievements existing Committees have made.

The advantage to setting up a Women’s Committee is that it makes a
decisive political statement — at least in the public mind - about a council’s
commitment to gender equality. It acts as a focus around which women can
mobilise, and it should also act as a positive influence on other sections of
the council. The disadvantage is that a Women’s Committee can be a very
empty gesture; it can lack political strength and real political support, can
be poorly resourced, can raise unrealistic expectations, and can distract
from other arenas of action. Thus in some ways it is a mixed blessing rather

than an unequivocal good.

In one sense, it is impractical to take the view that a Women’s
Committee is the only means of achieving change for women. Many
councils will never, for political reasons, set up a Women’s Committee.
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Ig(i):tgh ofttc?n these vsiill be C_onsc?rvative-controlled councils with little or
Councﬁgess lil:1 ;;gr:tﬁn s gqual.lt.y, it would be short-sighted to write off al|
€ of positive action. Initiatives of specific b i
women can and do take place in councils wi R Committors L0
) ithout Women’s C i
outside a Women’s Committee’s jurisdicti hian Dicion
: e’s jurisdiction. East Lothi istri
Council, for example, which | : D has for monet
S s acks a Women’s Committee, has f
years had some housing policies mor iti s needs thas
; ) > ¢ sensitive to women’s needs tha
:;)tnllle councils }Vlth Women’s Committees. In Edinburgh, the decision tg
et npl)ee:l Y:ocn(l)ir]l ns] .rtlfw tfﬁhno:logﬁr training centre came independently of the
ittee, though the decision to appoint iali i
Recreation Department did oppOTIARItcs pulere ihe
not. Further, equal opportuniti ici

. es policies and

programmes can as — or sometimes even i
S more - effectively be purs

through mainstream Personnel functions. Each local authox)fity’s r;tartl;cl(gi

point varies, and what works i :
another. N one cannot automatically be transferred to

. Itis hkely, however, that _th.e establishment of a Women’s Committee
Sgrl)\;ﬁﬁgcrc?atter 1Tpetus to such initiatives, since it establishes a body with a
mterest in ensuring that they continue and i
this, however, have to be wei i athorities, & loaenchits of
. , eighed up: in some authorities, a 1 i
may be considered to be a more effectiv t raive sovorh
: : € route so as not to raise rf
antagonisms. Underlying tensions withi i P eally be
ithin the ruling group can easi
. . as
erposefi by a confrontational attitude on the gpagrt (f)f a WOIlIllyeI:)’z
ot(l)]I:rI:]vlitsteele]; Vaeng(i) nth]t; mayh aJctgally harm certain proposals that may
¢ through. Judgements have constant!
the balance to be struck between ends and means. ytobemade over

work\’:’)(f)rtr)l::e;t(ign‘;r:)littees, ar(ei nolt the only mechanism through which
I men can develop. In some cases, th i
valid reasons be thought to b i ther methode The
| ¢ less appropriate than othe h
unique value of a Women’s Committee i i ides a forms and
r ¢ ee is that it provid fi
direction for women and f P Lis an imporians
or work on women. But — and it i i
prec \ ] n. and it 1s an important
thuefir r:)hl’grirslfg ;rggmtr?ltttffes are not a substitute for action by the cr())uncil'
_ attention, to pioneer, and to promote ch ithi ,
council as a whole. If this is not recoeni y oy 11 et e
i . gnised and accepted by the rest of
council, the restrictions on the W ’ i il e e e
s - T on omen’s Committee will be s
provoke legitimate questioning of the purpose in setting it up ueh as to

uiteS::llcekth(;:l carly days of Women’s Committees, things have changed
&I omen?srceo m);] _?:)mft:) councils have consolidated the establishment of a
1 1ttee by setting up in addition specialist W ’ its i
service departments. Others have aboli o s Comimtoon,
. . olished their Women’s C i
reduced its powers or have merged it i 1 Opportunities
¢ ged it into a broader Equal O iti
Committee. London borou i i i ses are partiolans
> tee. ghs with severe financial crise i
evident in the latter course, and thj breseing circlo 1
¢ s completes a rather de ing ci
Women’s Committees wl;i i i B the vty of
: , ch proliferated in the south in th
e e heyday o
radical town hall politics, are so vulnerable to financial pressures h);s tl};eirf
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existence seriously tackled an inherent sexism in local authorities, or done
other than to confirm women’s marginalised position in an economy and a
society dedicated to other priorities? Indeed, what future is there for
Women’s Committees under the continued onslaught on local authorities
by central government?

The prospects for Women’s Committees may now be bleak. Yet for all
this, Women’s Committees have made gains for women. They have
increased women'’s access to resources, and have legitimised their demand
that their needs be taken seriously. They are still on the increase in
Scotland, and the longer that each Committee is in existence, the more
chance it will have to consolidate its work and to influence other sections of
the Council. As one Scottish Women’s Officer has put it: “The face of local
government has been changed beyond recall. Women have been put on the
agenda, and that can never go back.” Women’s Committees may be under-
resourced; they may be subject to political whims; and there may be
alternative routes towards gender equality. But, for as long as local
government continues in its present form, Women’s Committees remain a
valid and a viable option to begin tackling the disadvantage that women
experience in their everyday lives.

Sue Lieberman works part-time for Lothian Regional Social Work
Department and part-time as a freelance writer. From 1985-87 she worked
as a Women'’s Officer in Edinburgh District Council.
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