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THE FIGHT FOR WOMEN’S EQUALITY

ONE hundred years since the Suffragettes succeeded in achieving 
the vote for some women, have women finally got equality? I don’t 
think so.

It has just been announced that Tesco could face a huge bill after 
paying its shop floor workers £8 per hour for many years while 
paying warehouse workers £11. Of course, the majority who work 
on the shop floor are women, and it has been argued that warehouse 
work is heavier and colder and, therefore, more difficult. But the 
shop floor workers have to deal with the customers who are 
obviously a crucial ingredient for a supermarket, so I would argue 
both jobs have equal value to the business.

It was always so. The Equal Pay Act of 1970 certainly didn’t work 
in the private sector, where a man and woman doing similar jobs in 
different areas of a business would just be given different titles. He 
would be called Office Manager, while his female counterpart could 
be called something like Cashier and, hey presto, justification for 
lower pay for the woman.

The BBC hasn’t covered itself in glory either with a gender pay gap 
still in existence in 2018. But it’s not just in pay that there are huge 
gaps. Think of how TV presenters look. Females are always 
perfectly turned out with not a hair out of place, while perfect make 
up and smart clothes are de rigeur. But male presenters, although 



some are well groomed, can have comb overs, missing teeth and 
baggy suits and no one notices, because they are there to do a job 
and their looks aren’t part of it.

Women in politics are also judged on their looks. Remember the 
headline by the Daily Mail: “Forget about Brexit, who won Legs-
it?” about Theresa May and Nicola Sturgeon?

Rights for women have always come dropping slow. Mary 
Wollstonecraft kicked off the campaign for women’s rights in 1792 
with her Vindication of the Rights of Women, in which she told 
women that all the attributes considered desirable for them were 
actually in place to keep them in subjection to men.

Although there were previous attempts at women’s suffrage in the 
form of petitions the first organised women’s suffrage campaigns 
didn’t appear until 1866. But it wasn’t until 1888 that they were 
permitted to vote in local council elections. They became the 
Suffragists, who wished to obtain equal voting rights to men by 
peaceful means. But when this still hadn’t been achieved by 1903, 
Emmeline Pankhurst set up the Women’s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU), whose members became known as the Suffragettes after 
the Daily Mail derisively named them so, and coined the phrase 
‘Deeds not Words’. 

She, her daughters, and her brave followers chained themselves to 
railings, broke windows, disrupted public meetings and one of their 
number, Emily Davison, died in 1913 after throwing herself under 
the King’s horse on Derby day. It’s not actually known if she 
committed suicide as a return train ticket was found in her 
belongings, but she fought so ferociously for the campaign that the 
Pankhursts distanced themselves from her. Nevertheless, she was 
arrested many times, went on hunger strike seven times and was 
force fed on 49 occasions. 



Buckingham Palace sent a telegram at the time of the Derby 
incident to the jockey involved which said: “Queen Alexandra was 
very sorry to hear of your sad accident caused through the 
abominable conduct of a brutal lunatic woman.” Winston Churchill 
called the Suffragettes ‘a copious fountain of mendacity’, while 
Queen Victoria before him wanted to check ‘this mad, wicked 
folly’.

Suffragettes in Ulster were imprisoned for their activities too, such 
as burning down Abbeylands House in Whiteabbey, where the UVF, 
who were gun running under Edward Carson, a fervent opponent of 
women’s rights, were drilling their troops.

With the Representation of the People Act, 1918, only 40% of 
women got the vote due to property restrictions and an age 
restriction of over 30, while restrictions were dropped for all men 
over 21. It wasn’t until 1928 with the Equal Franchise Act that 
women over 21 were finally given the same voting rights as men.

None of this bodes well for the current Women Against State 
Pension Inequality (WASPI) campaign, which is only at the 
Suffragist stage. Despite many petitions, ten debates and many, 
many demonstrations the Tory government is refusing to engage 
with women who have been deprived of their state pension for up to 
six years with little or no notice.

This has been done in the name of ‘equality’ and to bring us in line 
with the state pension age of men, which has also gone up by one 
year to 66. But for >>> women born in the 1950s equality was not 
something we were familiar with. Even today women with 
children face a widening gender pay gap  leaving them 33% worse 
off than men by the time their first child is 12 (Institute for Fiscal 
Studies).  Many women born in the 50s will have started work at 



16, (I know I started working after school when I was 14) and 
worked part time or became full time mothers when they had 
children. Work place pensions just weren’t offered to us – that 
didn’t happen until the 1990s, and the Equal Pay Act of 1970 was 
a farce.

In acknowledgment of the fact that women had little or no access 
to private pensions, were generally paid less and had time out of 
the work force to have children women’s pension age was set at 
60 to try and equalise the amount they would have in their 
retirement with that of men.  After all – what would we have paid 
into private pensions with? The family allowance?

But in a disingenuous attempt at equality the Tory government has 
consigned the 50s cohort of women to even more poverty in old 
age than they previously suffered by putting back our state 
pension age (SPA) to 66. The 1995 Act set the SPA for women to 
rise gradually to 65 by 2020, but no letters were sent out for 
another 14 years and not all women received them. The 
Department for Works and Pensions has admitted it stopped 
writing at this point as it was aware there were plans to increase 
the age again for the same group of women. No letter. No notice. 
No pension. And a loss of around £48,000. How are ordinary 
working class women meant to make up that amount in two years 
and often less? And many women still haven’t received 
notification
Meanwhile the government of today is funding adverts advising 
that it’s an offence not to take part in work place pensions if you 
earn over a certain amount.  (Ridiculous when you consider how 
many are on zero hour contracts and minimumw age.)Consecutive 
governments failed to inform 50s born women even though the 
Cridland Report says no-one should have changes made to their 
pension with less than 10 years notice of a one year increase. We 
had two years to no notice of a six year increase. Is that equality? 



Freedom of Information requests have shown that while the 
current government claims women were notified via magazines, 
advertising campaigns, etc. no proof of this can be given as it 
would cost too much money to do the research.
I received a letter in 2011 telling me I had 35 contributions which,, 
at the time was five more than needed for the state pension. 
Nowhere in that letter was I informed that I wouldn’t receive my 
state pension until six years after my 60th birthday. I now have 41 
contributions and some women have up to and over 50, and we are 
still paying! What are we going to get for those extra 
contributions? Not a thing.

I also received a letter telling me I had a gap in my contribution 
record, and I could pay nearly £300 to fill it. I couldn’t understand 
why I needed to do that when I already had enough so I rang 
Pensions Forecast and was told by a very helpful young man that I 
didn’t have to pay for the gap because that was money that would 
simply go to the Treasury and would be of no value to me. As far 
as I’m concerned the Government tried to defraud me of yet more 
money. He also told me it’s possible to stop paying contributions 
altogether if earninsg fall below taxable level. However, that 
means should you fall ill, which is all the more likely in your 60s, 
you can’t claim sickness benefit.

We are an abandoned decade of women. A one year difference in 
age for those born in the early 50s can mean a difference of three 
years state pension age. For the rest of us it’s a six year wait. The 
age won’t rise again to 67 until 2026.

Having tried to tell women suffering, from what all MPs including 
some of the Torys themselves and the DUP have called this 
scandal, that they should get apprenticeships or go see the ‘Older 
People’s Champions’, of which there are three in the whole of the 
UK to find work the current Pensions Minister, Guy Opperman, is 



now trying to turn the young against us by announcing that it is 
they who will have to carry the burden of paying our pensions. 
But we were the young paying for the generations before us – 
that’s how the system works, and we didn’t consider it a burden. 
We wanted our mums and dads to enjoy their twilight years, and 
our dads understood too well that women carried the responsibility 
for the care of the children, the housework, the shopping, cooking, 
looking after other family members who needed help and working 
when they could. The shame is that as a society we are not in open 
revolt about what has been called The Great Pension Heist. How is 
the government who not only implemented these changes without 
fair notice but sped up the timetable for the same group of women 
any different to those responsible for the losses at Carillion or 
BHS?

I am no Feminazi. I am aware that men too face challenges, and 
that the prospect of working until 65/66 without the diversion of 
time out to have children is daunting. But it’s not time off – it’s 
just different work, albeit one carried out with love and not a little 
sacrifice. So no – I don’t believe women have achieved equality, 
because equality shouldn’t have to be about doing and behaving 
exactly like men. Until society is re-organised to value the many 
unpaid roles that generally women do we can never be equal. 
Women always reached pension age with smaller pensions than 
men and many have no private pension at all. So far from 
achieving equality this government has made sure this group of 
women will suffer greater pensioner poverty than those who went 
before us. And we’ll suffer it for longer. Disgraceful that this has 
been endorsed by a female Prime Minister. Deeds not words ...?     



THE BELFAST AGREEMENT    

 

THE Belfast or ‘Good Friday’  Agreement was signed 20 years 
ago on 10th April 1998. It was a first, yet crucial, step on the road 
to permanent peace in Northern Ireland. It neither strengthened the 
Union nor paved the way for Irish unity. Rather, it secured the 
border to please Unionists but made it permeable to please 
Nationalists. The amendments to Articles 2 and 3 of the Irish 
Constitution meant that Irish nationality is no longer a duty but 
instead a matter of choice. Taken in conjunction with acceptance 
of the principle of consent, which republicans used to describe as 
a ‘partitionist fudge’, the democratic legitimacy of Northern 
Ireland was implicitly conceded by nationalists. The alleged moral 
authority for republican terrorism no longer existed. Crucially, 
violence was not victorious.

Nor were there to be any free-standing cross-border bodies. The 
North/South Ministerial Council and the implementation bodies 
must proceed by agreement and are accountable to the Assembly. 
Effectively, therefore, there is a Unionist veto. These cross-border 
bodies have the potential to be whatever the participants 
successfully make of them. What is there for Unionists to fear in 
such an arrangement?

The Assembly is also a gain for Unionists, though they conceded a 
power-sharing executive and ‘parallel consent’, which ensures a 
nationalist veto. The Executive Committee comprises ministers in 
proportion to their party strengths, which means that Unionists 
share power with Sinn Fein. But there was nothing new in this: 
they did so already in local councils.

Nationalists gained in the sense that there is the potential in the 
cross-border bodies for practical advance towards a position of 
joint sovereignty. But it is no more than a potential, and unionists 



could, if they wished, scupper it. Nationalists also gained an 
equality agenda, a commitment to human rights, and power-sharing 
in Northern Ireland. Although partition is formally acknowledged, 
the border is made more flexible and less important. Nationalists 
still have the right to campaign peacefully for the laudable end of 
Irish unity but no longer can they claim any right to the means of 
death, destruction and double talk. There is no alternative to 
persuasion. The endorsement of the Agreement in referenda, north 
and south of the border, was an exercise in ‘national sovereignty’ in 
which a majority of the two parts of the island of Ireland spoke 
clearly for exclusively peaceful change.

The release of prisoners, policing and decommissioning are all 
highly emotive issues. As the Agreement puts it, “the achievement 
of a peaceful and just society would be the true memorial to the 
victims of violence”. Demilitarisation by the paramilitaries was the 
best guarantee of this outcome. It was what the overwhelming 
majority of the people in Ireland desperately desired, and the 
paramilitaries had no alternative but to deliver sooner rather than 
later.      
Here, then, was a classic example of a compromise, a fudge if you 
like, but when fundamentalist values clash a fudge is a damned 
good thing. Instead of the zero-sum game of one tribe succeeding 
at the expense of the other, its assumption is both a win-win 
settlement in which each side gains something of what it wants 
(indeed the gains are mutual, for the advances for one tribe are 
based on those for the other) and a lose-lose outcome in which 
neither is granted its ultimate objective. As such, the fudge is 
therefore only a starting point, from which progress can be made 
towards changing the mutually exclusive objectives of each tribe 
into a shared aim acceptable to all. 

The Agreement created a space in which stability could be rooted 
and an alternative grammar of politics developed which 



transcends the antagonistic vocabulary of Protestant and Catholic, 
Planter and Gael, Orange and Green. This Third Way is not 
entirely new; indeed some of its ingredients are as old as political 
thought itself. For it embraces ideas such as ‘consensus’, 
‘community’, ‘integration’, ‘liberal’, ‘tolerant’, ‘pluralist’, and 
‘secular’.  These are all values of the Enlightenment, and yet their 
novelty in the context of Northern Ireland is glaringly transparent.

Unfortunately, the Agreement’s example of compromise has not 
been followed by the two main parties or communities. The 
Agreement has not failed. It is the people who have failed the 
Agreement. The middle ground, so vital to stability and cohesion, 
has been obliterated by Sinn Fein and the DUP, whose only unity 
is their hardline stances. In the last election, two thirds of the 
voters gave one or other of them their vote. Yet probably about the 
same percentage are exasperated by their failure to re-establish an 
executive after more than a year.   

Most of the same people who put the DUP and Sinn Fein in power 
are critical of their failure and keen to label the MLAs as ‘out for 
themselves’, ‘incompetent’, or worse.

One explanation of this apparent self-contradiction is to argue that 
most people in Northern Ireland are not hardline unionists or 
nationalists but moderates who fear the perceived hardliners in the 
opposing side. When it comes to elections, they vote for the party 
best placed to block the hardline positions they fear. This mistrust 
will continue as long as these two parties refuse to compromise 
and be seen to compromise.

Consider three issues. When Martin McGuinness stepped down as 
Deputy First Minister of Northern Ireland in January 2017, the 
failure to introduce legislation on the Irish language was listed as 
one of the chief reasons he effectively pulled the plug on the 



Executive. The St Andrews Agreement 2006 states: “The 
Government will introduce an Irish Language Act reflecting on the 
experience of Wales and Ireland and work with the incoming 
Executive to enhance and protect the development of the Irish 
language.” 

Here ‘the government’ means the British government. It has failed 
in its commitment, mainly because it has caved in to unionist 
opposition. Yet the DUP signed up to that 2006 agreement. 
Moreover, it insists that Northern Ireland is British, but refuses to 
accept what Wales and Scotland have as part of the UK. The 
SDLP, Alliance, Green Party and People Before Profit as well as 
Sinn Fein, also support an Irish Language Act. At the 2017 
election more than 50% voted for these parties. So the DUP 
opposition is not only ‘unBritish’ but also undemocratic.
As far as same-sex marriage is concerned, similar points apply. In 
2015 a majority of MLAs voted in favour (53 to 52), but the DUP 
deployed a Petition of Concern to prevent its implementation. Yet 
again the DUP, which claims to be British, has behaved in a very 
unBritish way. In both these cases, it is fighting a losing battle as 
they will be law sooner or later. Why therefore dig a hole and stay 
in it?

It is not clear what other matters have been discussed during the 
last thirteen months, but one important aspect of legacy issues is 
the question of responsibility for the Troubles. Here Sinn Fein 
have a moral duty to make a statement about the IRA’s role. Its 
campaign to bring about a united Ireland through violence failed. 
It led to the legitimisation of the killing of Protestants (and many 
Catholics too). It led to heartbreak and hatred and the 
balkanisation of politics.

As Sean Mallon said recently, “true republicanism is about finding 
ways to live together, in peace and harmony, with respect for each 



other and a respect for the country in which we live” (Irish Times, 
9th February). If the people in Northern Ireland cannot live 
together here, then they cannot live together as part of anywhere 
else.

It may be said that it is totally unrealistic to expect Sinn Fein to 
admit that its ‘war’ was wrong. That just will not happen. Yet if it 
cannot do this, then it appears as if, once again, it is the unionists 
who have to make the concessions 

which Sinn Fein then pockets on the road to more concessions, 
and so on. Equality appears to be just a Trojan horse tactic rather 
than a genuine commitment. It creates the suspicion about the 
hardliners in Sinn Fein that we mentioned and simply reinforces 
the DUP vote.

The current crisis makes direct rule likely. This doesn’t suit anyone 
in the North. Brexiteers in the Conservative Party may countenance 
a hard border as the price to pay for complete withdrawal from the 
customs union and free market. This would be disastrous for 
Northern Ireland. The onus is therefore on both extremes to get back 
into negotiation and make concessions for the general good of the 
community. If they fail to do so and thereby endanger the relatively 
peaceful society we have enjoyed for the last 20 years, then history 
will not forgive them.                

              

 


