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will continue to use technology to wrest control from their more powerful workers; 
when we respond to such initiatives we must build on the opportunities they create 
for sexual equality. 

Brothers concludes with a discussion of the 'wider class consciousness' that could 
be developed out of this crisis. It outlines a list of proposals for uniting our divided 
class politics, a framework for overcoming sexist self-interest. There will be feminists 
who dismiss this as impossibly premature, who feel the book's clear perception of 
conflicts between men and women is later undermined by its concern with working 
class unity. But in this, the book is very much at the heart of current developments in 
socialist feminist thinking. Theoretically, it takes us further in that project of under
standing the connexions between capitalism and the sex/gender system. Politically, it 
offers us guidelines for changing trade union practices in the direction of egalitarian 
goals. This is an exciting and important book. 

Anne Phillips 

Fair Sex: Family Size and Structure 1900-1939 by Diana Gittins Hutchinson 1982 
paper£5.50 

The commentators on television, in the periodical journals and the more serious daily 
Press are, for the most part, obsessed with unemployment and competitive economics. 
Or, if not that, then with the excitement and apprehension caused by the preoccupation 
of males with their own brilliance, in devising ever more ingenious nuclear weapons of 
destruction, resulting in the expenditure of immense time and energy by the rest of us 
on trying to prevent their development and use. Engrossed in these abstract concepts, 
our minds are far removed from the ultimate source of all- the human species, male 
and female - whose copulation produces the individual beings who do and create 
everything, whether good or evil, in what we call our social system or our community. 

Population, too, becomes a statistical abstract for bureaucrats to study and 
ponder. Repeatedly they tell us, and we, occasionally, remind ourselves, that the world 
is overpopulated and that this is the one fundamental statistic to which we should 
direct our attention. 

In our early and less sophisticted stages, to be fruitful and multiply was, above all, 
our earnest hope and desire: the blessing of our gods to this effect was called down 
upon marriages in all religions. Yet what we have been doing to our ofiSpring over the 
centuries is one long tale of cruelty, inhumanity, exploitation and murder. Only now in 
the twentieth century, in a world too full of people, very near mutual suicide through 
our own folly, has humanity begun to realize that the potential- the source and hope 
for survival and our future - lies within ourselves, the kind of people that we are, or 
produce, how they are born, how cared for, how nurtured, how educated for living, 
not for death. 

Diana Gittins has made a very important contribution to population studies by her 
use of statistics to trace what lies behind them in the profound changes that have taken 
place in the attitudes of women - and even of men - in the values by which we 
structure family life. She deserves great credit for the inexhaustible patience which she 
has devoted to a task that would daunt even the most intrepid feminist, to read years 
and years of statistics from a new angle- the woman's eye view- and to supplement 
all that work by very many personal interviews that illuminate the whole story. This is 
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not an easy book to read, nor could it be, since it imparts so much new information that 
must be carefully considered and digested. To those of us who lived through the 
period which she covers, it casts new light; to those who have grown up under the 
modern dispensation of Women's Ub, it should be a near compulsory study that 
reveals the morass of ignorance and prejudice from which they have been rescued. 

Some notions about population have traditionally been taken for granted: as, for 
instance, that the fertility of a man or woman depends on natural causes or the will of 
god; another that all women passionately desire motherhood and regard it as their 
greatest glory. Malthus, to whom Diana Gittins of course refers, is constantly quoted 
for his irrefutable dictum that the numbers of population are limited by war, pestilence 
and famine. Other methods have, however, also been tried by over-burdened gen
erations- the exposure of infants in open country to starvation, the weather, or wild 
animals. A curious inherent refusal of responsibility for actually killing a baby them
selves, caused these peoples of the ancient world to prefer, for their unwanted 
offspring, this lingering and painful death at the hands of fate or chance. Very recent 
events, in our time, have shown how this inherent refusal actually to kill a baby 
survives. Religions have played their part in limiting fertility; considerable numbers of 
the population took the vows and were enclosed in convent or monastery; even now a 
young man in every family among the Buddhists of Tibet accepts a similar destiny. It 
was once also common in Catholic Ireland. 

Sex was condemned as sin by the early Fathers of the Christian church; abstinence 
from copulation was, and still is, recommended by the priesthood. However free and 
enlightened modern people feel themselves to be about sex, both in theory and 
practice, we must not forget these age-long prohibitions, superstitions and cruelties 
that human beings have imposed upon, or allowed to surround the very source of their 
existence. They still prevail, far and wide, and even among ourselves. 

One most powerful cause of changes in the family structure was, of course, 
industrialism. The family, in town and country, had functioned as a unit, under the 
direction of the male head, in work as in living. The work of wives and unmarried 
daughters was essential, as their earnings became when they were able to be employed 
outside the home. Young women were left ignorant of'the facts of life', learning them 
on the first night in the marriage bed. One women interviewed was so horrified even 
when told of menstruation, that she fainted. Parents seem to have been - and many 
still are- unwilling to discuss sex and marriage with their children. 

As might be expected, the single women who went to work in factories obtained 
information from their mates. They preferred the status of factory work or shop 
assistant to that of domestic service. This was natural, since young girls, taken by 
employers into the home as domestics, were not only exploited, but guarded from 
contact with young men, even the regularity of their menstruation watched over. In 
the early part of the period married women did not, except in necessity, go out to 
work. Husbands preferred them at home. Later, when women were employed exten
sively as office workers and as teachers, dismissal on marriage was inevitable. 

Diana Gittins draws an interesting contrast between the age at marriage, and size 
of family, of clerical and manual workers; a tradition of smaller families seems gradually 
to emerge among the white collar classes. At the same time, Diana is insistent that the 
decline of family size among the working classes is not due to the influence of middle 
class morality. 

Her opening words indicate that it is the working class family with which she is 
primarily concerned. She indicates that the rubber goods market was influential in the 
development of the sheath and then of the rubber pessary, as methods of birth control. 
Significantly, the sheath puts this power into the sphere of decision by the male, 
whereas the pessary- almost one might say for the first time- gave the decision to 
the woman. 
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It was precisely at the time of argument about the morality or immorality of such 
pessaries that I became involved with the birth control movement. As is well known, a 
pamphlet advising women about the use of this pessary- not the pessary itself- was 
being sold openly and was then impounded by the police for destruction as obscene. 
To me this was not then, and never has been, a class issue, though I was very soon to 
realize how it was made so by both sides. To me what it meant was that women were 
not being allowed to know something that was of vital importance to them and also to 
society; what is more, the implication was that women were meant to have intercourse 
simply for child-bearing and either should not, or could not enjoy sex. Marie Stopes 
had begun to raise this issue in her book Mamed Love. She was soon bitterly 
persecuted by the Catholics; I also met the same opposition in raising birth control as a 
political issue. 

There were indeed those of the middle and upper class who talked in terms of 
eugenics about the proliferation of inferior types, relatively to the smaller families of 
the educated intellectual elite. On the other side the working class Clydeside MP 
accused us of 'wanting to throw the baby out with the bath water'. Our group of young 
women in the Labour Party saw ourselves as simply defending the rights of mothers; no 
woman should be forced to bear a child a year and be refused information that would 
enable her, if she so wished, to space her family. This, in itself, would make for better 
and happier family care. Here I must also stress the fact that most of us had been 
brought up, as were women of all classes, in complete ignorance of sex and the 
physiology of our bodies. Experience of this campaign was one reason why I wrote my 
book Hypatia: Women and Knowledge ( 1925), which also stated that women both 
did, and should enjoy sex. 

Our contention was that, since the State already ran maternity centres at which 
babies were weighed and mothers advised, birth control should be given, if desired, as 
an integral part of maternity care. Based on the actual facts shown by government 
statistics, we were able to raise the slogan that it was four times as dangerous to life to 
give birth to a child, as to work in the coal mines. The mass of Press cuttings which I 
still possess, show the immense support given to us by local authorities, who were, 
however, unable to act without Parliamentary authority. I also have the document 
presented by our deputation to the Health Minister of the Labour Government in 
1924. He refused our request; he was a Catholic. I believe that the document has not 
been preserved by the Ministry. The debate which we initiated in the Labour Women's 
Conference of 1924 was also remarkable in that it demonstrated by a vote of a 
thousand to eight in favour of our request, that women do not regard bearing children 
as the sole aim of their existence and their glory. But that campaign, 'dragging sex into 
politics' as we were told, was the source of the rise and growth of research into matters 
of fertility which have helped both the women deeply desiring motherhood and those 
who do not. 

No disparagement of the splendid work of Diana Gittins is intended by recalling 
this history of a somewhat different approach to the basic problem of population 
which concerns her. She would, I am sure, agree with me that both birth control and 
sex are political questions. Marie Stopes thought otherwise; she and Bertrand Russell 
exchanged letters about our support of the campaign about the pamphlet. Marie 
Stopes was in favour of the voluntary clinics, which gradually built up the Voluntary 
Parenthood organization that still exists. Books and the media reports about the lively 
movement for birth control in the twenties, deal mainly with these clinics; the public 
interest aroused by our Workers' Birth Control Group is never mentioned, although in 
fact it was we who made the running and opened the eyes and ears of the public. 
Dorothy Jewson was our President, and six Labour men, four of them MPs were our 
Vice-Presidents; there was a very active London Committee and twenty-five country 
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committee members from all areas, who were members of women's sections of the 
Labour Party. Debates were raised in Parliament on our behalf. I dropped out of the 
movement when I felt that it was substituting voluntary charity for the clear demand 
for mothers' rights. 

The present generation of women can take so much about sex for granted. I think 
that they will be interested in all that Diana Gittins reveals about the effects of 
economics and sex knowledge on the changing family. Along with the population 
problem there is the early history of the whole sex-reform battle. Marxists will be 
interested to know that at the Sex Reform Congress in London of 1929, we had two 
delegates from the Soviet Union, who brought with them, at my request, a film which 
showed how Russian women were being informed about the organs of their bodies 
and how abortion was permitted, though warning was given against amateur attempts. 
We learned also that our pioneering Workers' Birth Control Group was the only one 
advocating birth control of which their health - and other - authorities approved. 
All this work was overshadowed by the imminence of war. The report of that Congress 
however, exists in libraries and is worth consulting. 

Failure to face up to the population question continues and is world-wide. It 
endures so many diversions and red herrings. Dilemmas about the state and style of the 
family are multiplying. It is greatly changed from the basis on which the Beveridge 
Welfare state was built. To whom do children belong- their parents, or the State? 
Who is to support them, who is responsible for their morals and behaviour - the 
family, or the schools? 

There is another problem that was not foreseen when we advocated birth control 
to establish 'women's right to choose'. This was that, for the first time, with fairly safe 
measures of preventing conception, women can, if they wish, separate enjoyment of 
sex from motherhood. They can treat sex, as men are able to do, for moments of 
entertainment or pleasure. Also, no doubt, for intensifying friendships and love rela
tions and close knowledge of one another. I suggest that sex will be less used for 
procreation in so-called advanced civilizations. This should diminish the population 
but whether it will be otherwise beneficial is open to question. 

Dora Russell 

Keeping the Peace Lynne )ones (Ed.) The Women's Press 1983 ISBN 0 7043 3901 3 
£3.75 176pp. 

Over Our Dead Bodies: Women Against the Bomb Dorothy Thompson (Ed.) 
Virago 1983 ISBN 0 86068 348 6£2.95 264pp. 

As Lynne Jones points out in her introduction to Keeping the Peace, it is not a new 
phenomenon for women to organize and act separately for peace, nor for women to 
attempt to link feminist and anti -militarist ideologies. There have been women's peace 
organizations since the mid -nineteenth century; Olive Schreiner (quoted in Keeping 
the Peace) wrote in 1911: 'Men's bodies are our women's works of art. Given to us the 
power of control, we will never carelessly throw them in to fill up the gaps in human 
relationships made by international ambitions and greeds .. .' There has always been 
the ever present theme of the intimate connexion between women's allotted role as 
child-rearers and human nurturers, and their consequent logical opposition to the 
mindless destruction of human life in war. 

The 1980s has seen the growth of a massive, and international, women's peace 
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