Report of Public Event in Harlesden, London, 13th Sceptenmber, 1975

1 by Stcephanic Lee and Bonite Lawrcnce | |
The Powor of Women Collecctive has TXIStoT AT WA yOUrS IOW— T —oIo- timo

it was formed, when Wages for Houscwork was prosented to the Women's Liberation
movement as THE perspective for feminist strugglc, the perspective was discussed,
and developed. There was immcdiately conflict betwech us and women in the
Women's Liberation Movement who wented 'equality' with men, who saw men as THE
Enemy, who thought liberation for women meant taking on a sccand job, or who
thought we could only engage in local struggles or struggle around specific
'issues'. Thesc tendencics operated within our own collective for a long time,
and effectively prevented ns from immediately launching a campaign for the
wage. Our cnergies werc devoted to crecating instruments which went to builid

an international network - pamphlets, a journal, and now an antholngy. While
mrmbers of our collective have been instrumental in getting the campaign off
the ground in other countrics, we have used thc power of the movement in other
countriecs to get our campaign off the ground. In important ways, we have only
begun to find our own basc herc, now that we have hit the streets. A membor

of our grouv said that we would nnt know what Wagcs for Houscwork was really
all about until we went into the strects with it. This has been the absolute
truth - as we move nut among more womeny our power is increasingly greater,

and we arc on the move to get the wage.

To recech womecn in London, it is not enough to plan a demonstratinsn through
the centre of the city. London is a scries of small towns clustercd around the
great cupty core of Westminstcer, with its houses of parliament ond tourist traps.
We women spend our cntire live ™ in our areas. Therc is not cnough time to travel
all over the city, we have too much work. It is also too cxpensive. We stoy in
our areas, which are cmowded, impersonal strects, with no places for people to
meet cach other. When we planned the Herlesden event we hod just had a great
deal »f coverage in the media. We rcalized that we must make our prcsence felt
in the flesh, and on the spot, where women could see who we were and could talk
to us. We chose Harlesden as the placc to stage an cvent, in front »f a church
on the High Strcet, where women would be doing thecir shopping. Harlesden ¥Waos
ideal in many vays. First, since alat of us live and work in ihat area, we have
connections therc. We gave lecaflets to locel women's groups of every kind -
social 'mums groups', single parcnts groups, o nurscrics action group, pensioners
and womens centres, and somc of these themselves tonk lcaflets to distribute in
that arca, waged jobs, bingn halls, etc. The arca itsclf has many foctories
Which employ mostly women - and many of them are now closing dowm, forcing
women to compete for annther job or survive without a wagec. It is ar area “herc
many immigrants live - the streets, factorics, and hospitals would be almost
emptey without the West Indian, Asian and Irish women working for cheap or for
nothing. Ween we leafletted the factories, thc hospital shifts, the housing
estates, the shops, the launderics, thc schonls when mothers came tn collcct
the children, ¥e met the same women in different stages of their working day.
The waged workplace and the unwaged workplace arc side-by-side in Harlesden,
and in both places our prcscnce was scon end folt.

We lcafletted madly for 2 wecks. We lcafletted in the shopping arce of
Harlesden with a loudhailer all day Saturday, about 7 »f us. The response of
the women was very enthusiastic "I'll have some of that." What really impresscd
people was the fact that we were a presence to be reckoned with. We had a
loudhailer - that was vital. It meant that we obviously had backing, thtt we
are a campaign that want action - not just words, that we arc planning to
change °ur situations. It was the strength, the potential we showed that made
women who would ntherwisc have said "what a load »f rubbish!" stop, listen,
and take our leaflet. Some asked suspiciously if it was socialist, and we
alweys replicd "No, its about women - it has nathing to dn with pnlitical
parties". Somec compared us to the suffragettcs. When mon heckled us we answered
them on the loudhailer and used the ncCasiosn to specak to specific comments

people made., We talked about the &6 wage-risc limit rccently imposed on the
working class..."But how can we get a six pound wage risc when we don't get

any Yoge at all...'" All those lcaflets given out, and hardly any at all thrown
to the ground. We gave a woman the lcaflet and she showed it t2 hor husband qnd
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confronted him with the words. The lecaflet, a four page pamphlet, was printed

in red and in black, It was pretty. It had a gond, short presentation of Wages
for Houscwork, ncew s of the campoign, not tno much print, Vith an inscrt giving
details of the particular cvent. On thc back was the address "To All Governmentsd
Therc was a picturc, on the front, of womcn togethor--and it was the first
leaflet, I think, that has cver had an Asian woman on the cover ——they werc so
amazed that they would give it to their children to translate for them.

We plenned to have a puppét show, some music, street theatre, a display,
a bookstall, and spceches. For specaeches, we decided to have sevoral short
(not more than 5 minutcs) spceches about our situations. We wanted to meake clear
first that we were ordinary women fighting from thce positions all womch find
themsclves in, and scecond that the wages for houscwork campaign madc it possible
for us to bring our struggles togcther, undcr that banncr and on that platform
we found the courage and the opportunity — the power - to give voice tn the
strugglcs of the mothery, the young woman, the waged worker, the lesbien, the
immigrant, and nothing wc said or demanded eppcercd unrcasonablecs

None of us had gnnec ton far in developing nther ways »f spcaking to woncn,
but now we had to lcarn, and learn fast. Women do not rcad innumerable pamphlets
( we¢ have nn time). The strect theatre had alrcady becen nzéo, and donc before-
hand in markctss; so we brushedit up and got more people to do it—-women who
were not in the collective. The puppets were creoted by Priscilla Allen, who
also wrotc the scripts; the stage and the acting were provided by two drama
students wh» werc friends of somc members of the collective. We borrowed the
music——thec guitarist from the Itelian wages for housework network, and thc music
from the Toronto group. The perticipatinn of women whn werce not inthe collective
is very importent. Thesc women hwe becen dravn into the campaign, bccausc they
want to work on it; further work will draw many more women in. All the visual
effeccts werc donc by o women's group in Southampton. We lcarncd that our campaign
will grow as womcn bring their struggles togcther, and dn concrcte work together
on the campaign.

We did the ovent twice —— once at 11 am and oncc at 3 pm. We arrived eerly
to set up thc rented public addrcss system, and the display--nur banncr, a
mobile, bal”ons, our "Bill for scrvices", a big sign "We want wages from the
government for cvery woman". We started the strcet thcatre and singing to draw
a crowd. Then the spcoches begean,

Suzic Fleming introduced us, and talkcd about the FPamily Allowancc Campaign.
She talked about the power women got in that struggle for mrney, and how that
was a weges for houscwnrk struggles which we arc now continuing in a much more
direct way.

Anne Onsthuigen spoke absut hersclf and Ber work. She has becen a student,
a housewife, a tecacher ; & theatrec director, and a mother. She talked about
how no matter whkat her "job" was, shc was a woman, always a houscwife. She
talked about how teaching is houscwork — training children for the labour forcc.
She discusscd the differont tcaching jobs, and the divisions between the
shitwork tcachers and the administrative—tcachcrs. The oncs who confront the
rcbellinn of children cvery day, facc—to-facce arc the lowest paid and have
the lowest status because they are doaing Women's work—-bc they male or femalc.
The tcachers who arc paid most arc the administrators who, she said "made surc
other people did the work".

Stephanie Lec spoke next, as a young woman, legally defincd as a child
(undor 16). She spoke about how children are wageless and dependants how our
mothers are in the same positinsn-how we arc trained for thelabour force
through schonl and the discipline of the family. This specch was an important
onc., In Britain today (and a1 over thec world), children arc rcfusing to work
in schools, and also rofusing to beg for more work when they lecave school .
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As peoplo drifted on to don their shopping, Bonita Lawrence got up and
sang the Waeges Duc song. That song is tremendous. We relicd entirely on the
gongs from Toronto, beccausc when we tricd to get a group togother, we discovered
?ow small our resourccs Werc...we were £till picecing songs together, desperately,
in back of the church as we workedon props tho morning »f the cvent, and it
was songs like the Wages Due song, which arc s» casy and powerful to sing, that
made pcoplc stap, liston, stey, and cnjoy! After the song, we had the Punch
and Judy show, about inflation, which starts with Judy totting up her bill
for her unpaid housewsrk. The audicnce loved it, and morc people stopped
to watcho

Ruth Hall spoke about working for ycars in Harlesden factorics. She talked
about how women at Cheseborough-Ponds tried tn get a union in, and how the
Transport & General UWorkers Union collabnroted with the management 95 squash
the struggle. It was powerful. She spolMe on how management divided thc workersee
men against women, line egeinst linc, full-timers against pert-—tinp.rs, Asian
and Irish and West Indian against English, young against »ld, ctc, but how
the women could have won the battlc had they been able to organisc as women,
in the context nf a wages for housewonrk struggle, connccted with the women
outside, which the union had cxcluded. Her denunciatinn nf the Te&k GeWaUay
the largest uninon in Britain, was o blow against union cn-optinn »f our strugglc.
And nobndy argued it-—shc had the proof. Thc audicnce knew all about the unions,
women and immigrant men. They were very cnthusiastice

Anne Ncalec spnke next, as a waitress and a lesbiane She made a strong
comnectinn between the low-paid service work outside the home and thc unpaid
labour in the home, including scxual scrvicing. She talked about how shec was
refusing part of thc scxual work, as a lesbian, but still had t» put »n her
facc and be a smiling machinc everydeys becausc she is dcpendant on tips t2
survive; and how her boss gets a2ll this labour out nf her for £13 a wecke
This was the first time a women stood up »n o platform in Herlesden High Strcct
and spokec dbout being lesbian. The strength o»f what we'd been doing was such
that pecople saw Annc's strugglc as part »f all women's struggles. It went a
long way towards breaking down the isnlatinn »f losbians -~— the isnlation which
is so nccéssary to kcep lesbianism as a threat and a work discipline on straight
women, and straight women a pnlicing force »n lesbians. The specch was well-
roceived, in the understinding the women showcd. Some smiled as they listened.
Snome scemed curinus. Nonc secmed hostilc.

Snlveig Francis spokec next, as a single houscwifc and a claimant. She
talked about how much mctual work is involved incnllccting Social Scecurity,
how you got. a. tiny wage, arc harassed by snoopy inspedtors, and aremade to
feel guilty about being alive. You are expected to be an call for any lousy - job
any time. Por lack »f moncy you cannnt travel..."I can go to the railway station
but I can't take a train anywherc." The home in which you are ignlated becomes
a prison. The responses to the speech worc not negative though claimants are
blamed for every problem we have by the capitalist mediae

Sclma James wrapped up the cvent. She spoke as a typist and the mother of
a grown son. She bogan by saying that, although she has bcen in Britain for
many ycars, she is still calleda"forcigner". She said we all work t9 produce
the wealth of the country and nobody who mekes the wealth nf the country is
o forcignor. AND NO WOMAN IS FOREIGN TO ANOTHER ‘OMAN. Ve ALL belong herce. She
sprke on how women arc forced to immigrate here or starve at homc, and how we
work here for low wagese. Now that business is in a crisis we are being kicked
out, immigrant and native. Many people stopped and staycd to listen to this
speech. Sclma seid that when we demand abortinsns, and the right to chonse 1o
have childron, we arc demanding that they give us back our bodics which they
have stolon from us. Wo want back not only the part of the body that makes
babics but alsn the part »f the body that types letters and scrubs flonrs.
Thore are women in Harlesden who are Irish, who work together in factorics,
who orc both Protcstant and Catholic, and who arc not allowing the State to
divide them as they were divided at home, in Ircland. THERE IS A WAR ON IN
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IRELAND , she shnuted, and therc arc snldioms there. Those snldicrs are our
soms, our husbands, our fathers, and ourbrothcrs, WE DON'T WANT OUR CHILDREN
TO BECOME SOLDIERS! This whnlec spcech was amazingi peoplc just LISTENING, very
intently. We had precsented sur personal situationg and Sclma's spcech drew
these situations tn their coanclusion. To conclude, she recad the address

"Th A1l Governments'.

The penple werc o a certain degree loft hanging after Selmal!s specch.
We sang the Weges Duc song again , and brokc for lunch. The whole show had
lasted about 13 hours. People wandercd in ond arsund tn buy literaturc and
talk. In the aftcrnonn we did the show again, though at that time alot of
women had to bc at home preparing the tca. Only the men have time to lounge
around an a Saturday afternoon tn listen to us! But thcerc were enough women
(not to mention strangely rcspectful and cnthusiastic men) to make it
worthwhile, That night, we had an enthusiastic, cxhausted mecting about it,
talked about all the responses we'd met, about the women we had to kecp up
contact with, and about contacting media about the cvent. We thought nur
speeches were a bit tnn long and we were alsn wondering what we could have
donc at the end, when people were standing around waiting for somcthing more
and might have bBecn interested in cstablishing some further connection
with the campaign. But we had teken nmes and addresscs »f women we had talked
tn, and since thon we have been to scc them and maintained contact. All in
all, we werc clated and floating!

The implicetions »f a campaign which rcally gncs to the strects with our
oxperiences and »ur constant struggle and’with e ctrategy and the power of
an internatinonel nevcement can't be ignorcd. The women's movement has tried
to work through centres and meetings —- sctting up places tn which "All Women
arc weleome" where we arce supposed to be able tn go and discuss frecly our
cxpericnces and our polities, in en atmospherc »f sisterhnod and strength.
The thing is, mad women d» not have the time t» hang around women's centres. -
The poalitics of 'equality' are one »f the importent things which turn women
»ff the women's liberatinn movement, but the methods of nrganising and mceting
have been such that women who have children, husbands, tvs jobs (or cven nme!)
have great difficulty getting involved with the women's movement, especially
when we have to take carc 4f other peoples It is not cnough to cxpect women
tn come tn an office in the centre »f London, when, not only arc they too busy
but when it is up to w, as women who arc irying to organisc our struggle,
to gn to cach nther and not to wait for the movement »f women in rebellion to
come to us. This has becen one »f the failings »f the womens liberation
movement. It has not given most women sufficient rcason tn get involved, and
it has not given us the opportunitye.

The 2 arc connected: thc womens liberation movement has not been in the |
streets nrganising around thc fights we arc cach making where we arc because
it has had very little tn say about these struggles and very little tn do for
them. Failing t» attack whot is fundamental to cach situation and each struggle,
it has not been able tn make an organisatinsnal conncection between them,

When we went ontn the strecet, we were talking, singing, and acting nnt
as a travelling picce »f cntertainment and not as a vanguard who could tell
“the mass" what to do. We are »f the nasses and we recngnisc that we are all
struggling-—-whether we arc in an nrganisatinsn or not. We arc extending and
strengthening our struggle by going to others who are not in our group.

We, who have always becn told that women can't do anything, in arcating this
ovent, have begun t» show how much MORE we intend to dne. We arc alrcady in
evory home. But we ero losing in the situation, because »f ourisnlation. e
want t» oxtend nur struzgle, by going tn atherwomen and being there frequently.
Unless we have a presence in places where women arc most of the time (o.g. in
the streets, where we arc attocked and whistled at and d» ‘our work and get
arrcsted) we are (intentinnally or not) sctting up an isolated "vanguard"
organisatisn. To refuso (nz forget »r not want) tn take the struggle into

tho street is to rofuse to work on the ground on which we stand.

-Londsn, October 1975--Stephanic Lee and Bonita Lawrence



