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Following is the text of a speech to he

delivered by Sir Stafford Cripps at a meeting
of tho British Federation of Business and

Professional Women at Grosvenor House, at

4 p.m. this (Saturday) afternoon:-

I have very little claim to address this gathering of Business and professional

women, though I gladly associate myself with the most Useful work that they are

doing in the international sphere.

I have, however, recently had considerable experience of the part which women

are playing in war work in this country, as Minister of Aircraft Production, and

it has been gratifying to me to note, in ray many visits to factories, the very

large part that women are now playing in the war effort, though so far this is,
unfortunately I think, very largely In the lover grades of industry, that is the

unskilled and semi-skilled workers.

There is hardly a single operation in the construction of air frames or

engines that Is not somewhere performed by a woman. Over the two years 1941 and

1942 the percentage of women employed on aircraft production was nearly doubled,
while during the 9 months from April to December, 1942, the number of women

engaged part-time on this work increased nearly five times.

It might perhaps interest you to know some typical percentages of employment
in representative factories. In air frame assembly there are many factories

employing over 40 per cent and some over 50 per cent of women; while in aircraft

engine factories percentages between 35 and 40 per cent are common. When we come

to the radio industries and equipment, the percentages are often much higher, in

one case reaching 87 per cent, while figures of between 55 and 70 per cent are

quite common, I give you these figures to indicate what a large change the war

has brought about In the personnel of many industries. But while this change has

taken place we must recognise the fact that in many cases the same mentality which

has in the past hindered the entry of women into all types of work still persists.

When I visit factories I always make a point of asking the shop managers or

foreman, who ore practically always men, how they find the efficiency of the

women workers, and almost uniformly they express pleased surprise that tho women

ore capable of doing jobs as well, or better, than men.

Their pleasure at the efficiency is a great tribute to the work of the women.

but the surprise with which they express it is a relic of what I hope is a

vanishing tradition, I say I hope because if one casts one’s mind back to the

later stages of the last Great War one remembers a very similar state of affairs.

By 1914, though it is true to say that many of the actual barriers erected by men

against the participation of women In the ordinary business and industrial life

of the community, hod already been broken down, yet tradition and economic custom

still provided considerable resistance.

The very exceptional women had been able to win through to important positions
in the community, and sometimes - as in such a case as that of Mrs. Sidney Webb -

to very influential positions. But it was only tho exceptional women who could

take advantage of the apparent freedom, and there was still a very large measure

of opposition to be overcome. The last war opened the eyes of many people to

the fact that women who had long boon known as the most skilful home-makers,
could do equally skilful work outside the home.

In the years following the war considerable strides wore made in breaking

down the remaining resistance, but tho economic conditions which restricted the

area of employment led to the gradual elimination of women from many classes of

work, Tho report which was made by the Committee on Women in Industry in 1919

had shown conclusively the capabilities of women for all typos of work, but the

economic effects of the depression very largely negatived the findings of this

report.
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Once again there was a tendency for all the most useful and best paid positions
in the country to he occupied by men and not by women. Indeed, although lip service

was given to the recognized equality of woman, society had not been able to develope

any system by which these/accepted principles could be put into operation. We had indeed

passed the stage of the early days of women' s employment when, for instance, one

Government department locked their female typists into an upper room passing work

and food to them through a hatch, and referring to thenas typewriters so as to

disguise their sex.

During the, present war the participation of women has been upon an even greater
scale than during the last war, and the fact that women now have the vote and thus

representation in the House of Commons has been a factor which has rendered the

changes which have taken place during the present war more radical than those during
the last war. Especially has this been remarkable in the attitude of the Trade

Unions towards the employment of women. Women are now admitted into the engineering
Trade Unions, which is a great step forward and has placed then on a much surer basis

of equality with men.

How far this wartime development will persist through into the peace is a

question of vast economic importance to the community. It is certain that we shall

only be able to provide a decent standard for the people of this country if we can

employ not only all the men, but a very large proportion of the women as well after

the war. We have achieved the theoretical acceptance of equality of capacity,
but we have not yet worked out the economic basis for that equality.

There is, of course, one essential difference which even the most fervent

champions of equality will admit - women have an added responsibility in society

which they would hot wish to ignore - the responsibility of fearing and bringing up

children, Woman is, and must the home-maker, though there is no reason why
the home should be a drudgery when, society is perfectly capable of easing the burdens

of hone keeping in the light of modern, inventions. But while this difference exists,

and must be insisted upon, it does not provide any rea sgn whatever why women who

wish to engage in industry or commerce should be barred from undertaking any task of

work which they choose.

There are, however, problems; which arise out of this difference, problems which

become particularly hard of solution if there is a tendency to under employment in the

country. And these are problems to Which no doubt you will be giving your minds

between now and the end of the war, A great majority of women during some proportion
of their life, generally their young life, wish to devote themselves particularly

to the domestic tasks of making a home and bringing up children, and for this essential

service to the community Vital for its good health some arrangement should be made

which will not mean their permanent exclusion from remunerative work.

When I was talking, to your Chairman the other day, she -made an observation which

seemed to me to be so pertinent that I should like to repeat it to you. She said

that the recent celebration of the jubilee of the Women 's Suffrage Movementseemed

to her to represent the closing of a period, a period in which a great deal of good
work had been done, but one which now belonged to past history. The time has now

come for women to exercise their rights and responsibilities as citizens in a fuller

measure than they have done in the past. It is only by the' assumption of these

responsibilities that the democratic way of life can be made a success. Under

dictatorship the leader accepts the responsibility of decision and action, and the

people merely obey.
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When giving an address to the students at Aberdeen the other day I pointed

out to them that the present tendency to leave the responsibility in the hands of

an undefined leadership referred to as "they" was a denial of cur democratic

responsibility, and I believe that it is the full acceptance of this responsibility

by the women of the country that will give them their rightful position in our

society. And not merely in our society, but in the international society of the

world*

Again in this international society it is the people rather than the

Governments that should be regarded as of primary importance, international co-

operation between the peoples is not merely a matter of treaties or agreements, but

rather of a complete understanding of the many common factors that regulate their

lives in whatever country they live. The reason why the International Labour

Office was probably the most successful part of the machinery of the League of

Nations was because it dealt directly with the day to day life of the peoples.

The British Federation of Business and Professional Women has long recognised
the importance of these international contacts, and has had close ties with similar

federations in many other countries in the world. It is symptomatic of the

reactionary nature of the Fascist countries that they should have suppressed the

federations and attempted to eliminate the influence of women in the political

and social spheres. We shall hope that when this retrogressive stage has been

passed, by the defeat of the Axis powers, women of the occupied countries will

once again take their full part in the democratic life of those countries.

But to-day you are specially thinking of the women of Russia, China, and

India, all three counties which I have had the privilege of visiting since the

war started. The present outlook of those countries to the question of sex equality

differs quite widely. They had originally an Eastern outlook towards women, and

thus 50 years ago all of then could have been regarded as more backward than our

own country in this matter.

Russia, however, moved forward very rapidly during the revolutionary period

so that there is today practically no differentiation between men and women. Men

and women are alike looked upon as full citizens, When one is told in Russia that

Comrade so-and-so is managing a factory or doing some highly qualified technical or

scientific job, one does not ask whether Comrade so-and-so is a man or a woman.

It nay well be either, and it would not occur to anyone to distinguish between the

two. One thinks rather of the function of the individual than of their sex. There

is indeed the most couplete equality in every walk of life, and yet Russian women

have not in any way given up their essential function of motherhood.

In China the change has been quite as remarkable though perhaps not so wide-

spread, since the vast majority of the country still remains agricultural. Women

such as Madame Chiang Kai Shek, or Dr. Yu Yi Fang, stand out as examples of

eminent women, who take an important part in the life of their country. There has

in addition, been a general emancipation of women which will no doubt become more

evident as the industrialisation of China advances. Today the girl students in

China are training for every kind of professional work in which they are readily
absorbed as soon as their training is complete. Many have received training in

this country or America, and have been able to return to give their country the

benefit of the specialised knowledge which they have acquired.

In India the position is rather different. So far as the Moslem community is

concerned the rules of purdah have not yet disappeared, though even here a few

women are gradually beginning to emerge into the social and political life of the

country. Amongst Hindus there have already been some distinguished women who have

taken part in political and administrative work; even as Ministers in some of the

Congress administrations. There is no doubt that when once India gets her

independence the women of the country will step out into an active life on equality
with men*

I think, however, it would he fair to say that in no country has a true

equality been achieved to an extent that it has been in Soviet Russia, It would

be impossible to name any type of service in which women did not partake, including
indeed the combative units of the army and air force, as well as some of the

highest positions in the State, To give a list of them woiuld merely be to go
through all occupations open to Soviet citizens.
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While we can thus learn much by co-operation with the women of these

countries, we can at the same time contribute much by our own experience and the

tradition of our gradual development to a mere liberal outlook.

I have already stated that there are still problems to be solved with regard
to our own country, especially on the economic side, and I think that the key to

the solution of these problems is that people of both sexes should be regarded as

citizens rather than as male or femalecitizens. The incidents of life will

always make a difference between the sexes, but this relates primarily to the

young mother and should not persist throughout adult life and certainly should not

lead to any general discrimination.

The experience of the war has once again enabled us to see and experience the

true equality of capacity between men and women, and the comradeship which has

been demonstrated both in our factories and in cur Services, should eliminate that

suspicion of economic rivalry between the sexes which made the results of the last

war in this matter sc disappointing. There does still remain, however, some

unwillingness to place women in the. higher and more responsible positions, and,
even when they are so placed, it is often on the plea that "a woman" as distinct

from a man, should be appointed net on merit, but on the basis of sex

qualification.

We, should, I believe, avoid all such arguments. Prom lack of opportunity and

experience it is true that there are far fewer women than men" trained to hold the

higher posts in administration or industry, but the cure is to train the women as

rapidly as possible and then to claim their appointment on the basis of their

merit and qualifications and not on the basis of their sex.

The higher we can maintain our productive activity, and sc our standard of

life, the easier will be the solution of this problem, for economic rivalry
between the sexes becomes an effective barrier when employment is scarce. So long

as men are looked upon as the prime breadwinners for the family, there will be a

tendency, in times of under-employment, to argue that the prime breadwinners

should have the first chance of employment, and that married women in particular
should not be allowed to displace a male breadwinner. When, as in wartime, there

are more jobs of all kinds available than labour to fill them, the economic

rivalries are put aside and the settlement of the problem of sex equality becomes

far easier, Indeed it is forced upon us. That is the reason why the Russians

have found it comparatively easy to solve this question since they have never,
since the Revolution, suffered from any serious under-employment.

The women of this country must be prepared to accept their responsibilities,
as citizens, the duties as well as the rights which the women* s suffrage movement

brought them.

They have not yet sufficiently interested themselves in the general political
problems of the country; their attention has been, perhaps, toe much diverted by
their struggle for equality.

Now that they have won the acknowledgement of their position they should

concentrate upon the practical means by which we can - as citizens male and female

alike - plan our society so as to provide ample employment according to their

capacity for all who wish to work - men and women.

The theoretical problem of sex equality has gone, We new face the practical
problem, and its only solution is to avoid inter-sex economic competition by making
the field wide enough for all to enjoy.

This is the great political problem of the post war world, and it will need

all our concentration and ingenuity if we are to devise successful ways for employing
cur whole population. If we succeed not only shall we solve the practical problem
of sex equality but we shall make possible a host of. other improvements and

advances for our people,

MINISTRY OF AIRCRAFT PRODUCTION.
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