All-Women Shortlists: 30 Years On
Transcripts

CLIP 1 Bruce Grocott, Baron Grocott interviewed by Emmeline Ledgerwood 

I said the most striking thing about being in parliament was what a massively male institution that it was. That I had not been used to that. I had gone to a co-educational school, which they weren’t all by any means in those days. You know lots of boys schools and girls schools. But my grammar school was a co-ed school. I’d gone into teaching at the Birmingham college of commerce where… you know… pretty evenly balanced as far as I can remember the sexes were there. And suddenly I was in a… a sort of totally male institution and it just felt odd…is the… I can’t pretend I was sort of evangelical about saying “it’s time we had all women shortlists” or anything like that because I didn’t. But I didn’t like it from that perspective and… it just didn’t feel right…

CLIP 2 Hilary Armstrong, Baroness Armstrong of Hill Top interviewed by Emma Peplow 

I went to the delegation meeting on the Sunday and Larry Whitty was the general secretary and he had sort of unwittingly put the constitutional changes into one resolution. So the constitutional change on one member one vote, was on the same vote package as all women shortlists. And we… the union had a mandate from conference to vote for all women shortlists, but they had a mandate against… and I don’t think that would have been at conference… but anyway the executive were against the changes in so we basically decided on the Sunday not to make a decision and to come back on the Tuesday… and I sort of worked with Ann Gibson who was the women’s officer… and a good friend. And the general secretary of the union couldn’t be at the meetings because he was a communist party member… so Barbara Switzer who was the deputy general secretary was in charge but she was also a Tankie… that’s a hardliner… So, she was against the things. So, Ann and I were pondering what we could do. So, the meeting was on the Tuesday and Ann and I went to the meeting together and we’d not really sorted things out. We went up and down in the lift two or three times while we sorted out what we were going to argue for, and we ended up arguing that they should abstain because if they voted either way they would go against one part of their policy. So, we went into the meeting and Ann made this impassioned speech in favour of all women shortlists…[laughs] and anyway eventually we persuaded them that the only honourable thing to do and logical thing to do was to abstain. And I knew that if ASTMS [old name for the union, at that point it was MSF] abstained John would win the day…

CLIP 3 Hilary Armstrong, Baroness Armstrong of Hill Top interviewed by Emma Peplow  

We tried a woman on every shortlist and that didn’t change anything... We didn’t get any more women that way. So John was very strong on this. Very strong on it. Interesting he had three daughters himself so he was never frightened of… you know he always knew women had capacity and all the rest of it uh… even though he sort of came from a fairly traditional background. He had… he was absolutely a House of Commons man in a way no leader since has been. Because they can’t be now. 24-hour media all of that. Things are very different but he was very much a house of commons person but that meant he had good relationships around the PLP but also with the union leaders and the um… there were a couple of leaders who would not instinctively have been in favour. But John just talked to them. Talked to them about his daughters about their daughters and he brought them round… and what was guy who’s name… in the Lords… who’s name escapes me at the moment… but anyway John… was able to persuade enough of them to go with it. But it needed… it needed the leader to back it. It could never just be something the women in the party wanted.

CLIP 4 Dame Sylvia Heal interviewed by Alexander Lock 
initially the all-women shortlists was being suggested and came in, I was not a supporter of it. And I suppose… I’d been fortunate that my experience within the Labour Party, the fact that I’d been a female, had not actually gone against me in any way… Whether as a teenager when I tried to get elected and succeeded onto the National Committee of Young Socialists or regional stuff or whatever I’d always achieved what I wanted to… and the obstacles hadn’t come because I was female. And I wasn’t therefore an enthusiastic supporter of all-women shortlists but you know after a while you learnt from talking to other women candidates or prospective candidates of the difficulties and the problems that they met with, not because they weren’t capable or intelligent or able to do the job, but simply because they were female. No other reason at all. You know like ‘who’s going to look after the children when you’re away’ and ‘what happens if…’ and you’re thinking ‘nobody asks the men that question’… these things just don’t crop up for them. And I suddenly thought… and suddenly I can’t recall now who it was who said it me: ‘well of course we’ve had all men’s shortlists for years’ and I thought ‘you’re absolutely right. we have.’

CLIP 5 Ann Cryer interviewed by Henry Irving 
 
the balloon really went up in Keighley Labour Party… In that half of them…. So a lot of quite strong women in Keighley Labour Party… Lectures, solicitors all sorts of things. I knew them all you know…and uh… they were dead keen on… it was the first time we’d been able to have all women’s shortlists you see… so they were dead keen on having an all women shortlists for Keighley. And a big argument going on… and I was getting phone calls… just telling me what was going on… not involving me and they were saying all this… ‘blood on the floor’… ‘night of the long knives’… half of the party wanted it to be an open shortlist and the other half wanted it to be a woman only shortlist… and they were killing nearly each other! You know it was such a traumatic time for a party… uh so at this point… a friend of mine called Cedric Binns. I think he was secretary of the party but I’m not sure... He lined up with two other friends of ours called the Ryes. Allan and Sheila Rye… and they they were very keen on all-women-shortlist. But there was a sort of, quite flamboyant councillor who wanted to be the candidate and he was a man. So he knew… you know there’s an all-women shortlist, excluding Andy. He was on Bradford council... and uh so I heard about what was going on. And then I got this phone call from Cedric. And he said ‘Ann we’ve been thinking that it would resolve a lot of problems’ I mean just imagine being… this being put to you, you know… ‘it would solve a lot of problems for Keighley Labour Party if you would say that your name could go forward, if we had an all-women shortlist. Because what they’re all saying is that if we have an all-women shortlist there’ll be the shoulder-pad brigade coming up from London and we’ll finish up with a woman from London nobody knows, doesn’t know Keighley… but if we could attach your name…’ I mean its very devious actually…

CLIP 6 Ann Cryer interviewed by Henry Irving

But here were two very strange men who took three constituency Labour Parties to court because they said they’d been discriminated against because those three constituency parties had all women shortlists which had excluded them, these two peculiar characters, from having any chance of being selected in those three parties. And there was Keighley… and I can’t remember what the other two were… but Karen Buck’s constituency and Ann Keen… Ann Keen’s was… I can’t remember… anyway… Karen Buck I think it’s regents park and something… middle of London… and Ann Keen’s was further out to the west. So those three constituencies were taken to an industrial tribunal for excluding these two no-hopers… complete no hopers… I mean you only needed to see a photograph of them to know that they wouldn’t have been selected as a parliamentary candidate in a million years, you know… But you can’t very well say that. So… these two characters took it to an industrial tribunal… or was it an employment tribunal? And amazingly… the chair of that tribunal accepted it as being part of employment law. Well, I could never understand that because I was a candidate, I wasn’t employed by anyone. And if they’d got my seat, they wouldn’t have been employed by anyone. You only become employed by someone when you’re elected. And you… become an employee I suppose of parliament. So it was very difficult. And just around this time when they were taking us to this tribunal, the three of us, all women of course, because we were all from all women’s shortlists, my mum died and it was a bad time actually. Fortunately, I’d met the second love of my life, John Hammersley. And he was Church of England vicar so he knew how to be helpful. And uh… but it was really hard actually, to cope with my mum’s dead, and these three… strange characters… because I just didn’t know what was going to happen and it went against us. Went against the Labour Party did the decision of this tribunal and it said ‘it was unfair’ to have all-women’s shortlists… so all of who had already been selected from an all-women’s shortlists were put in this dilemma of: what’s going to happen? You know. Do we have to go through it all again? Or what? 


