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Preface

As Director of Research at the Autonomy Institute, I am privileged to 
present this report from Lucy Cann for the Feminist Futures Programme – an 
important deep-dive into the intersection of historical feminist movements 
and contemporary welfare policy. At its heart, her valuable research asks: 
how might lessons from the Women’s Liberation Movement (WLM) inform 
a radical reimagining of welfare systems to address the specific needs of 
women today?

This report emerges in the context of the Autonomy Institute's broader, 
ongoing research programme exploring both the transformative potential of 
Universal Basic Income (UBI) and related policies. Within this framework, 
we have been particularly eager to explore issues that remain at the 
margins of mainstream welfare discourse: the needs and rights of sex 
workers, the implications of gendered labour, and the possibilities opened 
up by systems grounded in strong forms of unconditionality and universality.

By revisiting the debates and activism of the late twentieth-century feminist 
movements—particularly the tensions between ‘cash-first’ approaches like 
Wages for Housework and alternative calls for broader socialization of care 
and domestic work—this report provides critical insights for contemporary 
policy discussions, particularly those related to the so-called ‘UBI vs 
UBS’ debate. These histories remind us that welfare is not merely about 
economic transactions; it is a tool for liberation, capable of challenging 
entrenched inequalities and reshaping societal norms.

Lucy’s vital report therefore invites policymakers, researchers, and activists 
to reimagine welfare as a foundation for independence and dignity for all. 
It is a call to acknowledge the diversity of women’s experiences and to 
recognise that economic security is a precursor to social justice. As we look 
to the future, we ought to draw on these historical perspectives to champion 
a welfare system rooted in equity, universality, and the transformative 
potential of care. 

Will Stronge
Director of Research
The Autonomy Institute
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Introduction

Ahead of the 2023 Autumn Statement, offered by the then Conservative 
government, the Women’s Budget Group (WBG), the UK’s leading feminist 
economics think tank, argued that cuts and changes to the UK welfare 
system since 2010 have been disproportionately experienced by women 
– particularly women from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic backgrounds, 
lone mothers and disabled women – and have therefore exacerbated 
existing economic inequalities. The WBG positions social security and 
welfare as ‘vital in securing independence for women’ due to their greater 
unpaid caring responsibilities and on average lower earnings.1  

Feminist interest in welfare however, as this report shows, is far from 
recent and can be situated within a longer historical tradition. Focussing 
on different approaches to women’s welfare within the British women’s 
liberation movement of the late twentieth century, this report draws lessons 
from historical activism to develop visions of a future system of welfare for 
women. Bringing in a group of women who are often not considered when 
it comes to welfare policy, the second section of this report examines how 
we can build a welfare policy that accounts for the particular needs of sex 
workers. 

Using archival material, the first part of the report traces different feminist 
interpretations of and approaches to family allowances to shed light on the 
diverse and sometimes contrasting views around how welfare should look 
for women that existed in the WLM of the 1970s. FA was explicitly identified 
as a divisive issue in the WLM. As activists noted in the fifth edition of Red 
Rag, ‘the relationship between the demand for payment for housework and 
the popular campaign to retain the family allowance paid to all women with 
children has raised a number of problems within the WLM’, noting a ’split 
within the movement over attempts to raise the demand for payment for 
housework, and “money of our own”, demands which were by no means 
supported by the movement as a whole’.2

1 	 Women’s Budget Group, ‘Autumn Statement 2023: Social Security and Gender’ (20 November 
2023). https://wbg.org.uk/analysis/autumn-statement-2023-social-security-and-gender/. Accessed 1 
April 2024. 
2 	 Red Rag Collective, ‘Thoughts on the Family Allowance Campaign’, Red Rag, No. 5. (undated), 
p.19. Mayday Rooms(MDR)/Dissent Ephemera: WLM 

https://wbg.org.uk/analysis/autumn-statement-2023-social-security-and-gender/
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It focuses on the work of the Wages for Housework Campaign (WFH) 
and the Red Rag Collective (RRC) as two sections of the movement that 
discussed welfare extensively and whose work was emblematic of these 
disagreements and divisions. Both of these ‘factions’ reframed welfare 
away from the postwar Welfare State model that expected a level of 
gratitude from women in receipt of conditional benefits and instead 
understood welfare as having liberatory potential for women. In a way that 
challenges current ideas of welfare dependency that dominate present-
day rhetoric about welfare, these feminists conceived of welfare as a 
means by which women could gain greater independence, but had different 
visions of how this future system should look. In demonstrating these 
diverse approaches to welfare, this report seeks to translate insights from 
radical history into policy lessons for today and shows how these earlier 
ideas can inform our approaches to system change. Although ‘welfare’ is 
often understood today as the system of conditional benefits most closely 
associated with the postwar Beveridge-style system (albeit in withered 
form), through an exploration of radical feminist approaches to the issue 
in the late twentieth century this piece demonstrates the possibility of 
alternative approaches.   

The final part of this report explores how, or indeed whether, women 
who sold sex were included in these feminist conversations. Although as 
a marginalised and criminalised group of women sex workers tend to be 
excluded from discussions around welfare policy, this report makes the 
case for their inclusion in these debates. Focussing on the work of the 
English Collective of Prostitutes (ECP), the pre-eminent sex workers’ rights 
organisation in late twentieth-century Britain that grew out of the WFH 
movement, it shows how welfare policy is intimately connected to issues 
of sex work and can serve as an important mechanism to enable women to 
leave the sex industry if they wish to do so. In doing so, this report argues 
that welfare policy cannot claim to be for all women if it does not take 
account of those who are marginalised and criminalised. 

Overall, this piece views the diversity of thought that existed in the women’s 
movement regarding welfare as a real strength. This rich history provides us 
with various options to consider and draw upon in policy making today. It 
follows Bec Wonders’ recent argument, the co-existence of different views 
within the women’s movement had a ‘generative effect’, with ‘collaborative 
debate, not unified agreement, produc[ing] transformative conditions for 
political growth’.3

3 	 Bec Wonders, ‘Agreeing to Disagree in Feminist Newsletters’, History Workshop 
(26March 2024), https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/feminism/agreeing-to-disagree-in-
feminist-newsletters/. Accessed on 28 March 2024. 

https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/feminism/agreeing-to-disagree-in-feminist-newsletters/
https://www.historyworkshop.org.uk/feminism/agreeing-to-disagree-in-feminist-newsletters/
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The Women’s Liberation 
Movement and welfare for 
women: family allowances as a 
lens 

Introduction 

Passed into legislation in 1945, the Family Allowances Act provided for 
allowances that were paid directly to women at the rate of five shillings per 
week for each child beyond the first.4 This measure has been viewed as the 
culmination of decades of feminist campaigning. Though the movement 
for family allowances in Britain began with the formation of the Family 
Endowment Committee in 1917, it was Eleanor Rathbone’s The Disinherited 
Family, published in 1924, which positioned them as an explicitly feminist 
endeavour. Rathbone noted that such allowances would help to address the 
child and family poverty that arose from the fact that wages, paid primarily 
to men, failed to take account of the number of children dependent on them 
or the needs of unwaged women occupied in caring for them. But she also 
emphasised their potential power as a mechanism to increase women’s 
independence.5 
 
Taken up once again as a feminist cause later in the century, in response to 
rising child poverty in the 1960s and unemployment in the 1970s (that also 
coincided with government attempts to cut and reform their operation),6 
the first section of this report surveys differing feminist approaches to 
family allowances during campaigns in the 1970s as a lens into their wider 
approaches to women’s welfare.  
 

4 	 Pedersen (1993), pp.342-4. 
5 	 Forrest (2001), p.508.; Pedersen (1993), pp.2-4. 
6 	 Pedersen (1993), p.355.
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This section focuses first on the arguments of those who believed women’s 
welfare should be focused on remuneration for their reproductive labour. 
Descended directly from the family allowance campaigns of the early 
1970s, I show how the Wages for Housework movement saw family 
allowance as the first step towards this. Founded in 1972 by Mariarosa Dalla 
Costa, Silvia Federici, Brigitte Galtier and Selma James, the International 
Wages for Housework Campaign’s key demand was that the state pay 
women for ‘housework’, broadly defined to mean all the caring, domestic, 
reproductive and sexual labour carried out primarily by women which 
underpinned wealth creation. Activists saw this as the only way to address 
what they saw as women’s powerlessness in relation to both men and 
the capitalist system. As they put it, the movement was an ‘international 
network of women who want money for all their work – including sexual 
work – from the government for all women’.7 As such, this section shows 
how these activists took a ‘cash first’ approach to women’s welfare and saw 
Family Allowance as a first step in the construction of this liberatory welfare 
system. 

It goes on to explore the alternative view of those who departed from this 
focus on cash, instead advocating for the socialisation of housework as 
the cornerstone of a liberatory approach to welfare for women. It uses 
the work of women from the Red Rag Collective (RRC) who were vocal in 
their opposition to the WFH approach as emblematic of this alternative 
viewpoint. Formed in 1972 as a ‘Marxist Feminist collective’ in response to 
the Communist Party’s neglect of women’s issues, the RRC noted that ‘our 
first commitment is to the Women’s Liberation Movement’. They considered 
themselves to be ‘feminist first and foremost’ and believed that Marxism 
should be given an identity outside the ‘monopoly’ of the traditional, male 
left.8 The collective published a quarterly magazine by the same name 
between 1972 and 1980 which explored wide ranging feminist ideas and 
engaged in debate with other sections of the WLM. The magazine dedicated 
significant space to analysing and critiquing arguments made by Selma 
James, and expressed their opposition to the WFH project on the grounds 
that it would tie women more securely to the domestic sphere.9 

7 	 ECP, 'English Collective of Prostitutes - "the girls' union"', Network (July 1983), Bishopsgate 
Institute(BI)/ECP/1. 
8 	 Beatrix Campbell and Val Charlton, ‘Red Rag - from beginning to end: the women we were and 
what our politics became’, Barry Amiel and Norman Melburn Trust, https://banmarchive.org.uk/red-rag/
red-rag-from-beginning-to-end-the-women-we-were-and-what-our-politics-became/. Accessed 22 
March 2024. 
9 	 Rosalind Delmar, ‘Introducing Red Rag’, Barry Amiel and Norman Melburn Trust, https://
banmarchive.org.uk/red-rag/redrag-introduction/. Accessed 22 March 2024. 

https://banmarchive.org.uk/red-rag/red-rag-from-beginning-to-end-the-women-we-were-and-what-our-politics-became/
https://banmarchive.org.uk/red-rag/red-rag-from-beginning-to-end-the-women-we-were-and-what-our-politics-became/
https://banmarchive.org.uk/red-rag/redrag-introduction/
https://banmarchive.org.uk/red-rag/redrag-introduction/
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‘Money of Our Own’: The Wages for Housework 
movement and cash as independence 

The Family Allowance campaign

The Family Allowance campaigns had a formative influence on the WFH 
movement. Reflecting in 1981 on the movement’s origins, activists noted 
how ‘the WFH campaign grew out of the Family Allowance Protest in 1973 
which was started to protest against Government plans to stop paying 
Family Allowance directly to women and give it to men in the form of 
income-tax relief’. In the piece, activists reflected that the campaign made 
it ‘clear just how important that money is to women, even though it is 
such a small amount, because for many, many women it is the only money 
they can call their own’.10 That the FA campaigns were crucial in allowing 
activists’ thinking on the relationship between the state, women and money 
to coalesce is referenced throughout WFH material. As Bristol WFH activist 
Suzie Fleming put in 1973, ‘the Women’s Family Allowance Campaign began 
as a defensive response to the Government’s attack on a right that women 
already have: the right to some money from the State paid to all women 

with two or more children’ but ‘it quickly became an 
offensive campaign’.11 She explained that through 
the FA campaigns, ‘the general question of money for 
women working in the home’ was ‘being articulated in 
a way that it wasn’t eight months ago’. 
 
For Fleming, the FA campaign ‘led beyond a demand 
for Family Allowance, and has meant that more 
women have been articulating openly their discontent 
with their position as unwaged workers in the home’, 
concluding that the campaign ‘expressed our desire 
for financial independence from men in a new way’. 
She outlined how until this point ‘demands for 
money for women…have been in terms of getting a 
job outside the home, without seriously challenging 
the burden of work we do in the home’. The ‘Family 
Allowance Campaign’, by contrast, ‘has given 

practical expression to the idea of extending payment from the State for 
work women already do, work in the home’.12 

10 	 WFH, ‘How the WFH campaign grew out of the Family Allowance Protest’ (July 1980), BI/
WFH/11. 
11 	 Suzie Fleming, ‘The Family Allowance Under Attack’ (July 1973), BI/WFH/4. 
12 	 Ibid.

 
For these activists, 
the payment of money 
to women for their 
‘housework’, understood 
as all domestic and 
reproductive labour 
performed in the home 
that had been hitherto 
unpaid, was the logical 
extension of the money 
they already received 
from the state through FA.
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As WFH campaigner Priscilla Allen similarly reflected in her piece ‘The 
End of the Family Allowance Campaign’ published the following year, the 
campaign showed women the possibility of having ‘bigger aims’.13 Allen 
positioned FA as ‘only the beginning of our demands…because our struggle 
has taught us something also about the whole question of work and its 
rewards’, predicting that ‘if this is the climax and the end of our campaign 
on Family Allowances, it is also the beginning of something bigger’.14 
 
In using campaigns around Family Allowance to explain the logic and 
relevance of their wider demand for WFH, activists demonstrated the 
kind of political subjectivity that Kathi Weeks identifies as a key feature 
of their work. Drawing on Eisenstein, she argues that Marxist feminists 
have focused ‘not only on exploited workers’ but also ‘on subjects that are 
“potentially revolutionary”’. She argues that thinkers like Dalla Costa and 
James were initially ‘intrigued’ by the demand for WFH as a ‘mechanism 
for the development of feminist subjectivity’ that would reveal to women 

the function of the family as a ‘social factory…rife 
with tensions and contradictions that open spaces 
for critical perspectives and political action’.15 The FA 
campaigns can therefore be understood through this 
framework. The rhetoric deployed by WFH activists 
around FA as a starting point towards women’s 
independence was seen as a way to encourage 
disparate women to adopt a particular feminist 
subjectivity and to coalesce around the demand for 
WFH. 

The unique power of money

For WFH activists, welfare policy should centre on putting cash into 
women’s pockets as the only way of assuring any meaningful independence. 
Although they regularly lamented the low level of FA payments, the 
centrality assigned to cash by WFH activists was made clear through their 
campaigning on FA. Firstly, they recast FA not as money for children but as 
money for women, with Fleming arguing that ‘for many women who work 
unpaid in the home full-time’ FA is ‘crucially significant as the only money 
that is paid direct to them, the only money of their own – the only money 
they have that they don’t get from the man they live with, don’t have to 
account for, and can spend as they please (though usually it’s spent on the 

13 	 Priscilla Allen ‘The End of the Family Allowance Campaign’ (March 1974), p.5., BI/WFH/4.
14 	 Ibid.
15 	 Kathi Weeks, The Problem With Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics and Postwork 
Imaginaries (Duke: Durham, 2011), p.128.

 
For WFH activists, welfare 
policy should centre on 
putting cash into women’s 
pockets as the only way of 
assuring any meaningful 
independence.
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kids)’.16 For Priscilla Allen, the fact that FA was introduced by a postwar 
government that was thinking in terms of supporting ‘the future labour 
supply’ and ‘wanted healthy strong babies to take the place of the people 
killed in the war and made sickly by the depression’ did not detract from 
her observation that women ‘saw it in a different way’. For Allen, women 
‘felt that the FA money was their money’ because ‘they bloody earned it, 
they felt, with all their work’.17 Indeed, their slogan ‘Hands Off the Mothers’ 
Money’ for their 1976 campaign to increase FA in response to price rises 

makes explicitly clear their view that FA was money 
for women for their reproductive labour in the 
home.18

While wages were not the totality of WFH’s 
demands, as is indicated by their acknowledgement 
that they would need to be accompanied with 
‘child care, better medical and health care, higher 
wages if we go out to work’, demands which were 
deemed ‘part of the same movement because they 
mean more money and less work for women’, there 
can be little doubt that the payment of wages was 
given precedence because of the perceived unique 
liberatory power of cash. For the author of the 
1981 piece on WFH’s origins in the FA campaign, 
providing women with money not only gave them 
the means to leave relationships with men they 
would otherwise be dependent on, but also gave 
them more power within these relationships: 
having the power of a wage means a lot more 

independence, it means the possibility of walking out if things become 
intolerable, and men know that’.19 For Allen, although the level of FA ‘was 
little enough’, it remained ‘a little piece of INDEPENDENCE’ for women for 
whom this ‘little taste of independence convinces us of how much more we 
need’.20

For WFH activists, the case of a single mother who claimed Social Security 
benefits rather than relying on a male partner further bolstered their 
argument for a cash-focussed approach to welfare. Through this example, 
they argued that even the smallest amount of her own money gave women 

16 	 Fleming (July 1973)
17 	 Allen (March 1974)
18 	 WFH, ‘Hands Off The Mothers’ Money’ (1977), BI/WFH/7 
19 	 WFH, ‘How the WFH campaign grew out of the Family Allowance Protest’ (July 1980), BI/
WFH/11.
20 	 Allen (March 1974), p.5. 
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independence in a way that nothing else could. Published in the WFH 
campaign’s Power of Women newsletter, the author of the piece viewed her 
experience as ‘an unmarried mother living on Social Security’ as ‘relevant 
to the discussion of wages for housework’. She outlined how her Social 
Security money made her ‘an economically independent person, albeit 
of slender means’ because in contrast to ‘a dependent wife’ who ‘has to 
ask the man she lives with’ for money, she ‘always knew it was mine’. She 
saw Social Security as ‘a glimpse of freedom, gained through having your 
own cash’, outlining how it meant that her relationships were ‘radically 
different than a dependent can hope for’ because although ‘like all mums 
the unsupported mother has the 24-hour day’, having money of her own 
enabled her to ‘do the housework when I liked and not fit in with the 
timetable of a keeper’. She sees WFH as offering this freedom to all women, 
including those who live with male partners, foreseeing that ‘with wages for 
housework I think to some large extent a woman living with a man would be 
able to get this kind of flexibility into her day’.21 
 
Positioning the demand for money for women at the core of their model 
of women’s welfare, WFH activists were critical of others in the women’s 
movement who took a services-first approach. In their epilogue to Allen’s 
speech published in the Summer 1974 edition of Power of Women activists 
criticised other feminists who argued ‘”Let’s struggle for social services, 
let’s struggle for nurseries”’ in order to make women ‘free – to work outside 
the home’.22 Not only were they critical of the ‘terrible’ standard of care in 
the few nurseries that resulted from such campaigning, pointing to some as 
constituting ‘concentration camps for our children’ in which ‘they gave our 
children valerian, tied them to the beds’, they also rejected this approach 
on a more ideological level.23 Making clear their view that jobs outside 
the home were not liberatory in themselves but were simply a means by 
which women were able to get the independent income that was necessary 
for their independence, activists instead argued that ‘it’s not work we 
need, it’s money!’ arguing that ‘it is to get money that women take these 
outside jobs’.24 Therefore, while a system of services designed to reduce 
women’s reproductive labour and facilitate their participation in waged-
work outside the home might bring them an independent income, the fact 
that this brought with it additional labour meant that for WFH activists it 
was far from a liberatory approach to welfare for women. Instead, WFH 
activists envisaged a welfare system whereby this taking on of additional 
labour could be avoided, arguing that if women were paid for the work they 
were already doing in the home they would feel the liberatory effects of an 
independent income without having to take on additional labour.   

21 	 Power of Women Collective, ‘The beginning…Wages For Housework’, Power of Women (July/
August 1974), p.5., BI/WFH/4.
22 	 Ibid.
23 	 Ibid.
24 	 Ibid.
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‘Entitlement’ and universality  
  
In envisioning a future of women’s welfare whereby they were 
remunerated for their reproductive labour, WFH activists sought to reframe 
understandings of welfare away from being associated with ‘benefits’ that 
women should be grateful to the state for providing. As was shown through 
their approach to family allowance, they instead cast state provision of 
money to women around ideas of entitlement and rights. 

During their 1976 campaign which criticised the Labour government for 
failing to increase FA in response to price rises, they argued that FA was 
‘the woman’s right’ because ‘we’re entitled to money in our own right’, 
positioning FA as ‘THE ONLY MONEY WE CAN CALL OUR OWN, the only 
recognition that housework is WORK and that EVERY mother is a WORKING 
MOTHER’.25 Their preference for a more ‘universal’ and ‘unconditional’ 
approach to women’s welfare is also evidenced in their opposition to the 

replacement of FA with Child Benefit in the 
late-1970s. Bristol WFH Group, for example, 
accused the government of ‘not saying how 
the Child Benefit is different from Family 
Allowances’, believing that ‘the Child Benefit 
system is a con’. They grounded their opposition 
in their preference for universality, outlining 
how, unlike the FA system whereby ‘all mothers 
with two or more children get’ and ‘all mothers 
get the same amount for each child’ because 
‘there is no means test, no forms to fill in, no 
questions asked’, Child Benefits are instead 
‘going to be a part of the tax system’ so ‘they’ll 
pay us all different amounts’.26 In making this 
assessment they made clear their view that 

money should be provided to women universally as a right and should not 
be conditional on the employment status or income of a male partner.  

Indeed, this logic is indicative of the WFH movement’s broader view of how 
welfare should look. They reconstructed welfare for women away from the 
postwar Beveridge-style system of ‘benefits’, conditionality and gratitude 
and towards a model of state provision of money as an entitlement for 
women. They saw payments for women as their right, viewing them not as 
a ‘benefit’ but as wages they were owed for their reproductive labour which 
capitalism relied on. As was explained in Power of Women in October 1974, 

25 	 WFH, ‘Increase Family Allowance Now’ (1976), BI/WFH/7.
26 	 Bristol WFH, ‘Child Benefit or Family Allowance’ (1976), BI/WFH/7. 
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the fact that ‘women with children who are not “supported” by a man, are 
recognised, by the state, to be doing the job of work to the extent that they 
are paid a subsistence “wage”’ but that this is referred to as a “benefit” 
instead of a “wage” in a deliberate attempt to ‘conceal its nature’. In other 
words, they see the provision of money by the state to unsupported mothers 
as a tacit recognition that raising children and taking care of a home is 
work that is necessary for the maintenance of capitalism and should 
be remunerated. Reiterating their view that the idea of a ‘benefit’ was a 
misleading premise on which to base a future welfare system, they argued 
that ‘we don’t want to claim “Benefit” any more’. Instead they insisted that 
‘we want our work recognised for what it is, WORK, the MOST ESSENTIAL 
WORK to society, the State CAPITAL’, stating in no uncertain terms that 
‘what we want is our RIGHT a realistic wage, WAGES FOR HOUSEWORK’.27  

An ‘abundance mindset’

In addition to these principles of universality and rights, the WFH 
movement’s discussions of family allowance also contained ideas for 
the restructuring of the funding of welfare. They rejected the claim of 
successive governments that welfare funding required a trade-off between 
different groups. In a way that is comparable to today’s discourse around 
austerity as a political choice rather than a financial necessity, activists 
rejected government claims that cuts to FA were a financial necessity and 
that any increases would need to come at the expense of other groups. 
While the government claimed that any increases in FA would need to be 
funded by increased taxes and wage cuts for men, WFH argued that money 
for women should be taken from the existing wealth of the state and of 
corporations, not least because they were the beneficiaries of both women’s 
reproductive labour and men’s wage labour. Making the case for increases 
to FA in response to price rises in 1976, campaigners made clear that they 
did not want this to come at the expense of men’s wages, arguing that ‘we 
don’t want to pay Family Allowance back in taxes, and we don’t want the 
men to take a pay cut when we get an increase’.28

27 	 WFH, ‘Social Security "Benefit" and WFH', Power of Women (October 1974), BI/WFH/11. 
28 	 WFH, ‘Increase Family Allowance Now’ (1976), BI/WFH/7.
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Instead, they proposed a vision of an alternative structure of welfare 
funding. Firstly, they suggested that money be taken from corporations’ 
profits – ‘we are all making profit for industry and corporations. Let the 
government take the money from them’.29 Elsewhere, they focused on state 
wealth, noting how their opposition to government plans to reduce men’s 
child tax allowance and outlining how ‘Wages for Housework members are 
demanding that the money [to increase FA] should come direct from the 
government and not the men’.30 Similarly in their ‘Hands Off the Mothers’ 

Money’ flyer for the same campaign, they noted 
how the government ‘say that they won’t give 
us the rise because they can’t get it from the 
men’, expressing their scepticism about the 
government’s claims to need to raise funds this 
way in order to pay women because it is women’s 
work ‘that keeps the whole economy going’ so ‘the 
rise we were promised is OURS by RIGHT’.31 
Similarly, they expressed their disbelief at 
government claims that increases to FA were 
unaffordable, highlighting that while ‘the 
government tells US they have no money’ women 
were increasingly doing the work of hospitals 
and nurseries ‘at home, for free’. 32 Rejecting 
alternative proposals to increase FA at the 

expense of pensions, Allen invoked a powerful metaphor which neatly sums 
up WFH’s redistributive approach to welfare funding. She explained how 
the state ‘take a slice off the loaf and throw it out to us’, claiming that ‘this 
is all there is and we have to divide it among ourselves’ – ‘it’s called crumbs 
from the master’s table’. Rejecting this model, she outlined how ‘we don’t 
think everyone should have to suffer because we know there’s a whole 
loaf on the table – which we made – and we’re talking about dividing that 
loaf – not the measly slice they keep showing us’.33 In rejecting popular and 
political discourse that centred on the perceived affordability of welfare, 
the WFH movement implores us to question the deployment of notions 
of ‘affordability’ by governments keen to excuse their inaction on welfare 
issues. Their work goes a long way to providing us with a new vision of 
welfare funding that allows us to imagine an alternative to the scarcity 
mindset that dominates and limits the parameters of welfare discourse. It 
allows us to imagine a vision of the future in which abundant wealth is more 
evenly distributed.

29 	 Ibid. 
30 	 ‘Wages for Housework: Women in Revolt’, Chronicle (29 October 1976), BI/WFH/7.
31 	 Ibid.
32 	 WFH, ‘Hands Off The Mothers’ Money’ (1976), BI/WFH/7. 
33 	 Allen (March 1974) 
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Wages For Housework as a provocation

While this focus on the policy proposal for cash payments to women is seen 
to define the approach of WFH activists to women’s welfare, scholars have 
identified that the WFH project was about more than their name suggests. 
As Kathi Weeks argues, ‘although securing wages may have been their 
immediate goal…this was not the only goal’.34 Instead, she contends, the 
project went beyond this ‘specific demand’ and had ‘multiple valances as 
a theoretical focus and political strategy’.35 For Weeks, the demand for 
WFH was not ‘merely practical’ and functioned as a ‘provocation’ and an 
‘incitement of antagonism, collective power and desire’.36 She argues that 
‘wages for housework was not primarily or immediately about wages but 
about power; the demand was a provocation to collective action’ and ‘it was 
a demand for the power to make further demands - for more money, more 
time, better jobs, and better services’37 - in other words WFH was ‘a means 
to other ends’.38 Following Weeks’s analysis, the WFH campaign therefore 
reminds us to think about welfare policies as having the power to broaden 
the terms of debate and affect wider change. 

34 	 Kathi Weeks, The Problem With Work: Feminism, Marxism, Antiwork Politics and Postwork 
Imaginaries (Duke: Durham, 2011), p.132.
35 	 Ibid., p.128.
36 	 Ibid., p.132.
37 	 Ibid., p.133.
38 	 Ibid., p.135.
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Socialisation and the family: The Red Rag 
Collective’s broader approach to women’s 
welfare 

While WFH was the direct descendant of the FA campaigns of the 1970s, 
the issue of family allowance as it related to broader ideas of women’s 
welfare was certainly not absent from discussions within other sections 
of the movement. The remainder of this piece will focus on the alternative 
approach taken by the Red Rag Collective (RRC) documented in their 
magazine, Red Rag. While they were not the only section of the WLM that 
disagreed with the WFH approach, they dedicated significant space to 
discussions of welfare, and exemplify the counter arguments made by 
other feminists who recast the focus of welfare for women away from 
the provision of cash to women and towards a broader conceptualisation 
of future welfare policy for women. Self-defined as a ‘Marxist Feminist 
collective’, the RRC believed that ‘the material base’ for women’s 
oppression is ‘men’s real power and privilege’. However, they argued that 
‘women’s oppression is only one contradiction amongst a multiplicity of 
contradictions’ and viewed Marxism as a useful instrument to analyse 
these contradictions.39 In their quarterly magazine by the same name they 
engaged in debate with other sections of the WLM. The magazine dedicated 
significant space to analysing and critiquing arguments made by Selma 
James and the wider WFH movement around women’s welfare.40 It was an 
experimental place for the development of alternative models of women’s 
welfare – for example, Elizabeth Wilson’s seminal 1977 work ‘Women and 
the Welfare State’ came out of her piece of the same name published in Red 
Rag earlier in the decade. 

Critique of the post-war welfare state 

Like the WFH movement, the RRC was highly critical of the postwar welfare 
state. In her Red Rag pamphlet on welfare, Wilson noted how ‘apart from 
the Equal Pay demand, the original four demands of the British Women’s 
Liberation Movement all centred around what might be called “welfare 
state” demands: greater equality of education and job opportunity, 24-hour 
nursery care, free contraception and abortion on demand’, however in the 
1970s it was becoming increasingly clear to women that ‘such demands 
are inadequate’. Wilson explicitly positioned the pamphlet as ‘a critical view 

39 	 Red Rag Collective, ‘Overview of RRC’, Red Rag, No.4, MDR/Dissent Ephemera - WLM. 
40 	 Elizabeth Wilson, ‘Red Rag: Women and the Welfare State Pamphlet No.2’, MDR/Dissent 
Ephemera - WLM.  
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of the whole concept of the welfare state, while 
not disputing that we need it’.41 Making clear the 
perceived need to overhaul the Beveridge-style 
postwar system, she argued that ‘the Welfare 
State is not simply in need of a new coat of 
paint, an institution that would be perfectly okay 
if we had more hospital beds, better schools 
with more teachers and less over-crowding, 
lower rents, higher sickness and unemployment 
benefits and decent pensions’, viewing welfare 
in its current form as the sugar coating on the pill 
of ideological domination’ and ‘the embodiment 
of a deep contradiction within capitalism’.42 
However instead of a cash-first alternative, 
Wilson and her fellow RRC activists tended to 

advocate for a more expansive approach to women’s welfare, often taking 
their disagreement with the WFH approach as their starting point for 
thinking about women’s welfare. In a preface to Fleming’s article published 
in the fourth edition of Red Rag which outlines the case for WFH as an 
extension of FA, RRC members expressed their view that ‘the questions of 
organising a national family allowance campaign, and a campaign for wages 
for housework are separate, and the latter cannot be separated as a simple 
“demand” from a fuller discussion of women’s economic and social role in 
the family’.43 The remainder of this section will unpick this overarching idea, 
firstly exploring RRC’s scepticism of FA as a basis on which to build a future 
welfare policy for women, and its alternative vision of a more expansive 
model for the future. 

Family allowance: a basis for women’s welfare? 

RRC anchored their thinking about FA as a potential as a basis for future 
approaches to women’s welfare in the policy’s history. Criticising the 
premise on which FA was introduced, they argued that when viewed in 
light of the historical roots of family allowances, it becomes clear that the 
argument for WFH as its natural progression is too simplistic and something 
that feminists should be wary of endorsing. Not only were they critical of 
‘the pitifully low level of the allowances’, RRC members outlined a more 
fundamental scepticism of FAs when viewed through a lens of women’s 
liberation. As Alison Fell and Angela Weir noted in their historicisation 
of FA published in the fourth edition of Red Rag, ‘the campaign for 

41 	 Ibid.
42 	 Ibid.
43 	 Red Rag Collective, ‘Note on Suzie Fleming, “We Want Some Money of Our Own”’, Red Rag, 
No.4, MDR/Dissent Ephemera - WLM. 

 
The original four demands of 
the British Women’s Liberation 
Movement all centred around 
what might be called “welfare 
state” demands: greater 
equality of education and job 
opportunity, 24-hour nursery 
care, free contraception and 
abortion on demand’, however 
in the 1970s it was becoming 
increasingly clear to women 
that ‘such demands are 
inadequate’.



The Autonomy Institute 2025

21

WFH has been hitched onto the campaign to retain and increase family 
allowances in their present form’ without the necessary analysis of ‘the 
historical development of social policy’.44 Highlighting how universal family 
allowances were approved in principle after being recommended by the 
Beveridge Committee in 1941 and that they came to be favoured by the 

public as a response to ‘the extent of child 
poverty during the depression, and general 
alarm about the plummeting birth rate’, Fell 
and Weir argued in no uncertain terms that ‘the 
Family Allowance Act of 1946 was in no sense 
a concession to women’.45 Indeed, as Wilson 
outlined in her 1977 book which grew out of her 
Red Rag pamphlet, working-class attitudes to 
family allowances were ‘far from enthusiastic’, 
with a survey of working class soldiers and their 
wives during the war showing ‘the strongest 
resentment’ to family allowances as ‘government 
propaganda to persuade couples to have more 
babies’.46 
 

As such, rather than the beginning of remuneration for women’s 
reproductive labour, RRC instead emphasised the introduction of FA in 1946 
as having reinforced women’s confinement to the home in order to raise 
children and enable male wage labour in support of the capitalist state. For 
Fell and Weir, the fact that FA was introduced at the same time as increased 
economic planning after the second world war was no coincidence. For 
these feminists, FA constituted a mechanism whereby women and their 
reproductive labour were integrated into this wider capitalist planning. 
They argued that the planned economy applied to women in their capacity 
as ‘commodity producers and “bearers” of the future’ and ‘heralded more 
and varied interventions into the field of reproduction, the organisation and 
stability of the family than have been seen as desirable or necessary up 
until now’. The observation of Margaret Wynn that the aim of postwar family 
policy was rightly ‘the redistribution of national wealth and income in favour 
of children, or, in other words, the transfer of resources to investment of 
future generations’ only served to confirm these suspicions.47

 
Elsewhere, RRC activists identified more specifically what they saw as the 
government’s ulterior motives for introducing FA in the immediate postwar 

44 	 Alison Fell and Angela Weir, ‘The State the Family Is In’, Red Rag, No.4., MDR/Dissent 
Ephemera - WLM. 
45 	 Ibid.
46 	 Alison Wilson, Women and the Welfare State (Routledge: London, 1977), pp.140-141.
47 	 Fell & Weir (Red Rag No.4)
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context.. While historian Sheila Blackburn 
argues that measures such as FA represent ‘a 
highly-developed form of market discipline’ 
rather than ‘simply a product of Beveridge’s 
desire to control women’, feminists have 
argued that this was the practical effect of 
policies such as FA.48 In her ‘Women and the 
Welfare State’ pamphlet, Wilson positioned FA 
as ‘an essential part’ of Beveridge’s scheme, 
viewing the welfare of children as having an 
‘economic function’, citing Beveridge’s claim 
in his report that “children’s allowances can 
help restore the birth-rate both by making it 
possible for parents who desire more children 
to bring them into the world without damaging 
the chances of those already born”.49 Wilson 

highlighted how ‘alarm as to the decreasing birth rate affects Beveridge’s 
attitude to women and the family’, pointing to his imperialistic argument 
that “housewives as Mothers have vital work to do in ensuring the adequate 
continuance of the British race and of British Ideals in the world”.50 Quoting 
commentator Anne Scott James, Wilson saw Beveridge’s introduction of FA 
as a ‘modern way’ of increasing the birth rate in contrast to the ‘reactionary 
methods of Hitler and Mussolini’.51 In other words, rather than viewing FA 
as money for the reproductive labour that women were already doing, they 
argued that it was introduced as a means of encouraging them to do yet 
more reproductive labour in the service of capitalism. As Wilson put it, ‘the 
woman’s place was to be more than ever in the home after the war’. 

Wages For Housework and capitalism

Following this same logic, they saw the conceptualisation of WFH as 
a natural extension of FA as something that could similarly be readily 
integrated into capitalism, reinforcing it rather than, as WFH activists would 
argue, undermining it. As Fell and Weir put it, just as FA served to prop up 
postwar capitalist economic planning, ‘the demand for WFH is extremely 
susceptible to “incorporation” in higher capitalist planning’.53 Stressing the 
ease with which they viewed WFH as being assimilated into capitalism, they 
went as far as to compare it to Tory proposals to replace the Beveridge-style 
welfare system with a so-called Social Dividend. Quoting Selma James’s 
pamphlet ‘Women, The Unions and Work’, they argued that ‘if the Women’s 

48 	 Sheila Blackburn, ‘How useful are feminist theories of the welfare state?’, Women’s History 
Review, Vol. 4., (1995), pp.374-79.
49 	 Wilson, ‘Women and the Welfare State Pamphlet’ 
50 	 Ibid.
51 	 Ibid.
52 	 Ibid.
53 	 Fell & Weir (Red Rag No.4)
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Movement wishes to “prevent another degree of capitalistic control and 
planning regimentation” then it would seem we should think again about 
the demand for wages for housework as something very similar to that 
which has already been envisaged in one particular capitalist blueprint’.54 
While conceding that the ‘theoretical arguments for wages for housework 
are very different’ they outline their view that Tory proposals to replace 
Beveridge’s model which includes ‘Family Allowance, National Insurance 
benefits and Supplementary benefits’ with ‘the payment of a social dividend 
to all men, women and children’ funded through income tax appear 
remarkably similar to WFH and does not ‘give women one jot of liberation’.55

 
The key way in which RRC women saw WFH as being incorporated into 
capitalism was through its capacity to lock women firmly into their 
reproductive role in the home. As Wilson put it in ‘Women and the Welfare 
State’, ‘one reason for the anger that has been aroused in the movement 
by Selma James’s attempt to raise the “demand” for WFH is precisely 
because such a demand reinforces instead of challenging the present 
family structure’.56 Expanding on this in the fifth edition of Red Rag, Caroline 
Freeman argued that ‘the demand of wages for housework would leave 
the family set up intact as the private arena in which the work is done’ and 
women would be ‘left to face the repercussions of increased state control 
in their isolated condition’ meaning that ‘a wage would not free us from 
these most oppressive features of housework’.57 She concludes that the 
fundamental premise of the WFH campaign that ‘once women were paid 
they could do much less housework’ misses the point because ‘you cannot 
on the one hand argue that women do productive work in the home and they 
should be paid for this, and on the other hand that once they are paid they 
will be so independent that no one will be able to force them to do it’.58 

Alternatives to Wages For Housework: Socialisation 

The women who wrote for Red Rag proposed alternative welfare models 
that were arguably more nuanced and holistic than that proposed by 
WFH. Fundamentally, they saw welfare as being about far more than 
money, lamenting the FA campaigns as a missed opportunity to broaden 
discussions about women’s welfare beyond cash payments to include 
policies they saw as more powerful in liberating women from their ties to 
the home. As was outlined in fifth edition of Red Rag, while the campaign 
against Tory attempts to scrap FA in favour of paying tax credits to fathers 
‘was taken by some of those who supported payment for housework as a 

54 	 Ibid.
55 	 Ibid. 
56 	 Wilson, ‘Women and the Welfare State Pamphlet’ 
57 	 Caroline Freeman, ‘When is a wage not a wage?’, Red Rag, No. 5., MDR/Dissent Ephemera - 
WLM. 
58 	 Ibid.
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means of fighting for an income for wageless women working in the home’, 
the campaign ‘could have been seen as a means of extending demands 
for State recognition of responsibility toward successive generations of 
children’.59 More specifically, they emphasised the campaigns potential as a 
springboard from which to challenge the structure of the private family and 
push for greater socialisation of domestic work, arguing that it ‘could have 
been a crucially important opportunity to clarify both inside and outside 

the movement the politics underpinning our 
movement – to force society as a whole to socialise 
the functions of the family as essential progress 
towards the liberation of women’.60 

The RRC’s wider work on welfare allows us to 
unpick how they envisioned this future system of 
socialisation and how it would serve a liberatory 
function for women. Though Fell and Weir’s 
suggestion that ‘women who wanted to leave their 
husbands but lacked the means to do so…go and 
squat…or refuse to pay their rent’ as a preferable 
alternative to wages for housework which would 

‘lock them even more securely in the isolation of the home’ romanticises 
the challenges of pursuing these alternative lifestyles, their more thought-
through alternatives should be taken seriously. Indeed, socialisation was at 
the heart of RRC activists’ proposals for women’s welfare. They emphasised 
improved public services coupled with the socialisation of housework, 
rather than cash for women, as the key to a liberatory welfare policy for 
women. As Wilson concluded in her pamphlet, ‘the struggle for “Welfare 
Rights” must mean the struggle for greatly extended free services and not 
simply a rear-guard action against drastic cuts in benefits’.  

59 	 RRC, ‘Thoughts on the Family Allowance Campaign, Red Rag, No. 5, MDR/Dissent Ephemera - 
WLM
60 	 Ibid.
61 	 Wilson, ‘Women and the Welfare State Pamphlet’ 
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The family as an oppressor  

This approach was tied to their fundamental view that undermining the 
institution of the private family formed the crux of women’s liberation 
and thus should be the goal of a feminist welfare system. As noted above, 
the key flaw they identified in the case for WFH was that it reinforced the 
private family as an institution that was one of the fundamental building 
blocks of capitalist society and one that was also oppressive for women. 
As Wilson argued, the welfare state is ‘intimately bound up with the whole 
concept – and the reality – of the family’ and ‘the State in its Welfare Aspect 
begins and ends with the Family’.62 Indeed, in her 1977 book she took this 
further, arguing that ‘social policy is an instrument whereby governments 
try to create a particular kind of society’.63 She concluded that the argument 
for WFH is ‘based on the assumption that the family is a refuge and a source 
of strength to its members’ but while this may be true, at least in part, for 
husbands and young children, ‘it is far less true or not true at all for the 
wife/mother’.64 
 
Similarly, in her piece in the fourth edition of Red Rag Lee Sanders observed 
that ‘it is vitally important to capitalism that we should all be hooked on 
the dream of happy families’ and that ‘we do not choose the family; we 
are taken by the hand and firmly led into it’ ‘because the nuclear family 
performs essential functions for capitalism which other social groupings 
would not do which makes it imperative that we remain hooked on 
the dream and ignorant or suspicious of its alternatives’.65 For Sanders 
therefore, the term ‘society’ in the adage ‘the family is the backbone of 
society’ can be more accurately replaced with ‘capitalism’ because ‘the 
family is capitalism’s appointed agent for producing the kind of adults the 
system needs’.66 For Sanders, not only does the family produce workers, it 
also acts as a consumer under capitalism because ‘the system demands 
each family barricades itself in a small house or flat in order to fill it with 
consumer goods’ – as she puts it ‘the profit system guarantees that 80 
families will buy a washing machine in order for each one to stand idle 
for 90% of its time’.67 She argues therefore that ‘the family acts, then, 
as a multiplicity of isolated consumption units and provides capitalism 
with an almost inexhaustible market guaranteeing wasteful production, 
alienated labour and profits’.68 As the solution to this they advocated not 

62 	 Ibid.
63 	 Alison Wilson, Women and the Welfare State (Routledge: London, 1977), p.12. 
64 	 Wilson, ‘Women and the Welfare State Pamphlet’ 
65 	 Lee Sanders, ‘The Backbone of Capitalism’, Red Rag, No. 4., MDR/Dissent Ephemera - WLM
66 	 Ibid.
67 	 Ibid.
68 	 Ibid.
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for wages given to each individual woman in each 
individual household but instead stress that ‘we 
have the technology to collectivise and eradicate 
most of the menial tasks which each woman in 
each flat performs in isolation from every other’. 
In a way that closely approximates discussion 
around ensuring that automation is useful for 
women’s domestic labour in the home rather than 
just for male-dominated wage-labour, Sanders 
questions why domestic and care labour has not 

been socialised when ‘in the industrial sphere capitalism constantly seeks 
to transform and revolutionise its technology’. She sees the answer as 
lying in the fact that ‘’the socialised care of the worker – canteens, living 
accommodation, laundry – alone would be likely in this country to cost the 
capitalist more than the efforts of the housewife who takes pride in making 
do’.69

 
Therefore, for activists associated with the RRC, it was crucial that any 
future welfare system for women based on socialisation be in an anti-family 
guise because the family served to repress women. Freeman, for example, 
favoured a future welfare system which centred on the socialisation of 
reproductive and domestic labour, however recognised that socialisation 
in itself is not sufficient for dismantling the private family. Not only is she 
critical of welfare benefits such as FA and maternity benefits because 
‘they do not radically alter the role of women’, she also warns that even 
in a system of socialised services, whether they are controlled by private 
enterprise or the state, ‘the individual family would still be the consumer, 
and it is the ideological work of the individual family that we are trying to 
undermine’.70 She therefore proposes that the fundamental question when 
considering how welfare should look for women is ’whether the ways in 
which the system would have to be changed to meet them would help us 
break open the loving trap of the family’, making clear that a liberatory 
system of welfare for women should be tightly focused on the destruction of 
the private family as an oppressive force. 
 
It is, however, important to note here that from its very inception the 
demand for WFH was conceived of as a means to socialise reproductive 
labour so that rather than a naturalised haven of purely private relations, it 
might be a recognised and socialised workplace. In her argument that the 
WFH project was about more than simply paying women for the housework, 
Weeks identifies how WFH advocates like Dalla Costa, James, Federici and 
Fleming ‘suggested that wages for housework could function as a force of 

69 	 Wilson (1977), p.176. 
70 	 Ibid.
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demystification, an instrument of denaturalisation, and a tool of cognitive 
mapping’. She argues that ‘one of the primary attractions of the wages for 
housework perspective was its denaturalising effect’ because ‘to insist 
that a woman receive payment for what is supposed to be a spontaneous 
desire rooted in women’s nature produces a certain cognitive dissonance’. 
Weeks rejects the interpretation of thinkers like Wilson and argues that 
WFH thinkers saw the introduction of the wage as complicating the ‘division 
between work as a site of coercion and regimentation and the family as 
a freely invented site of authentic and purely voluntary relations’.71 This 
rebuttal therefore suggests that the interpretation of WFH as reinforcing the 
oppressive institution of the private family and locking women more firmly 
in the home represents a fundamental misunderstanding of the arguments 
of the movement. When viewed in this way, the payment of a wage, while 
not destroying the private household, has the power to create a different 

version of the home in which emancipatory 
relations were possible. 
 
Furthermore, it is important to exercise caution 
when seeking to learn from these arguments about 
the private family. Although her wider critique 
of feminist activist approaches to welfare are 
questionable, Blackburn correctly points out that 
the feminist critique of the family lacks relevance 
for Black women for whom the family was a site of 
strength in the face of British racism.72 As historian 
Natalie Thomlinson argues in her history of race, 
ethnicity and the women’s movement in late 
twentieth century England, the fact that a critique 
of the nuclear family was a major focus of feminist 

theorising was ‘one of the main mechanisms through which white feminists 
unwittingly defined feminism as a white movement’, highlighting specifically 
articles such as the aforementioned Red Rag articles ‘The Backbone of 
Capitalism’ and ‘The State the Family is in’ as emblematic of this.73 She 
notes how Black woman activists and thinkers such as Hazel Carby, 
Valerie Amos and Pratibha Parmar did recognise that the family could be 
an oppressive institution, but also that for many Black women it offered a 
refuge from the racist state and can be understood as a site of resistance to 

71 	 Weeks (2011), p.128. 
72 	 Blackburn (1995), p.380. 
73 	 Natalie Thomlinson, Race, Ethnicity and the Women’s Movement in England, 1968-1993 
(Hampshire: Macmillan, 2016), pp.55-56.; Valerie Amos and Pratibha Parmar, ‘Challenging Imperial 
Feminism’, Feminist Review, Vol. 17. (Autumn 1994), pp.3-15.; Hazel Carby, ‘White Woman Listen! Black 
Feminism and the Boundaries of Sisterhood’ in ed. The Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, The 
Empire Strikes Back: Race and Racism in 70s Britain (Hutchinson: London, 1982), pp.212-35. 
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white oppression.74

Bearing in mind these conditions, these feminist arguments do serve as 
an important reminder that future welfare policy needs to take account of 
different family set ups that diverge from the traditional nuclear family. They 
teach us that welfare for women should not be contingent on their place as 
reproductive labourers within the nuclear family.

Equal pay

Interestingly, coupled with these calls for socialisation was a cautious 
endorsement of equal pay for women. While this is not strictly a ‘welfare’ 
policy, for some activists equal pay for waged work outside the home went 
hand in hand with welfare policies as part of aiming to achieve women’s 
liberation through improving their financial and material conditions. While 
this approach was explicitly rejected by WFH, given that women were living 
under a capitalist system within which they disproportionately experienced 
lower pay than their male counterparts, demands for equal pay have been a 
key feminist idea so should be taken seriously. As Wilson noted in her 1977 
book, Eleanor Rathbone linked her ideas of Family Allowance, which she 
called the Endowment of Motherhood, with the problem of equal pay. She 
believed that rather than increasing men’s wages to the level of a ‘family 
wage’, the solution lay in the dual strategy of giving women equal pay with 
men and equalising the situation of the wage earner with a family and the 
wage earner with no dependents through the provision of an allowance for 
each child.75 
 
Wilson outlined her endorsement of Rathbone’s view of the inseparability 
of welfare and equal pay for women in her Red Rag pamphlet, emphasising 
how the provision of social services was tied to struggles for equal pay 
which ‘implies and necessitates the struggle for free nurseries, adequate 
health education and welfare services, and other services which it has 
never been considered necessary to provide for free, such as laundries and 
transport’.76 In a way that contrasts with the WFH interpretation of paid 
work as simply a means for women to get the independent income they 
need that is not provided by the state, Wilson argues that ‘equal pay is also 
important psychologically since it is essential for women to feel they can be 
not just economically independent within the home (Wages for Housework) 
but also that they can be at home in the world’. Framing equal pay as a 
question of women’s freedom to choose how they spend their time, she saw 
the demand as not just beneficial for ‘middle-class women with careers’ 

74 	 Thomlinson (2016), p.57. 
75 	 Wilson (1977), p.121.
76 	 Wilson, ‘Women and the Welfare State Pamphlet’ 
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but that the demand ‘is simply that all men and women should have more 
choice in how they use their life’ and ‘how much time they wish to spend 
caring for their children when they are small’. In other words, women’s 
choice to enter the external workplace should not be constrained by 
considerations of whether they are going to be paid fairly and they should 
be freely able to choose this path. This stance on equal pay is an important 
reminder that demands for equal pay should not necessarily be shunned 
as an endorsement of capitalist wage labour and serves as an important 
reminder that pay can be a tool of women’s independence in the immediate 
term given that we operate under a capitalist system. As Freeman put it, the 
women’s movement often fails to ‘sufficiently realise that the demands for 
equal pay and equal opportunity, which are often criticised, are part of the 
ideological struggle’.77 

Conclusion 
 
Focussing on differing feminist approaches to women’s welfare in the 
late twentieth century, this section has shown how there was a general 
consensus about the flawed nature of the postwar welfare state regarding 
women’s welfare but also that there was a recognition of the liberatory 
potential of welfare policies for women. Using their differing views of the 
potential of FA as a basis on which to build a future system, this piece sheds 
light on their differing approaches to future welfare for women. While WFH 
took a cash-first approach that understood FA as to be a stepping stone 
towards this, RRC women were scepticism about FA as a basis on which to 
build welfare for women and instead prioritised services and socialisation. 
In doing so, their work teaches us that the existence of diverse and 
diverging views within debates around welfare for women is not new, and 
these late twentieth century debates in many ways parallel present-day 
debates around universal basic income (UBI) vs universal basic services 
(UBS). We can draw important lessons from both sides of the debate. 
 
Firstly, the WFH campaign makes clear the importance of money as a 
tool for women’s independence. As scholars like Weeks have highlighted, 
the WFH project was much broader than a straightforward quantification 
and remuneration of women’s work in the household. Instead, it took 
a more universal approach, positioning a welfare system based around 
non-conditional independent income as the only means by which 
women would gain any meaningful independence. Their work should be 
remembered as a project that was broader than the literal payment of 
wages for housework, and more of a provocation for a welfare system which 
provides unconditional income to all women as a means of securing their 

77 	 Caroline Freeman, ‘When is a wage not a wage?’, Red Rag, No. 5., MDR/Dissent Ephemera - 
WLM. 
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independence. These considerations have influenced today’s policy debates 
around welfare for women, with the Women’s Budget Group advocating for 
a system based on individual entitlement as a means ‘to foster economic 
autonomy for individuals’.78 As Helen Hester and Will Stronge note in a 
forthcoming book, while conversations have moved towards UBI rather 
than the gendered wage that the WFH movement called for, UBI has its 
roots in this late twentieth century activism and can be understood as 
‘a more encompassing and radical form of the wage that the Wages for 
Housework movement were calling for’.79 They show how an income based 
on the work that caregivers do risks reasserting the work ethic because 
‘a wage once again becomes a reward for labour performed’, however 
UBI emphasises ‘the radical prospect of not needing to earn a living’.80 
The work of the WFH movement should be remembered as a key starting 
point that laid important groundwork for these radical conversations 
about a welfare system structured around the provision of universal non-
conditional income. The work of the WFH movement should be remembered 
as a key starting point that laid important groundwork for these radical 
conversations about a welfare system structured around the provision of 

universal non-conditional income.

 
Their work also offers lessons regarding how 
we approach funding a future welfare system. It 
reminds us that the scarcity and austerity mindset 
that often constrains our discussions about 
welfare is not an immutable truth, and that we 
would benefit from moving towards a mindset of 
abundance and redistribution. 
 
The alternative stance of the RRC reminds us 
that welfare needs to be about more than just 
money. While their critique of WFH as reinforcing 

women’s position in the home is questionable, their focus on services and 
socialisation reminds us of the need for a more holistic welfare system. 
In addition to paying women for their reproductive labour, we should 
also consider how we can reduce the time spent performing this labour.  
Indeed, present day conversations highlight how ideas of automation that 
are typically thought about in the context of waged labour are also highly 
relevant for reproductive labour. As scholars such as Ruth Cowan Scwartz 

78 	 Women’s Budget Group, ‘Autumn Statement 2023: Social Security and Gender’ (20 November 
2023), https://wbg.org.uk/analysis/autumn-statement-2023-social-security-and-gender/ 
79 	 Helen Hester & Will Stronge, Post-work: what it is, why it matters and how we get there (p.93 in 
PDF)
80 	 Ibid. (p.94 in PDF) 
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and more recently Helen Hester and Nick Srnicek have observed, despite 
developments in labour saving technologies, the time spent (primarily 
by women) performing unwaged domestic work has remained broadly 
consistent since the late nineteenth century.81 Hester and Srnicek, for 
example, advocate for an investigation of how technology could play a role 
in alleviating the burdens associated with reproductive work.82 

Furthermore, while we should exercise caution around notions of the 
destruction of the family, their arguments here teach us that welfare for 
women should not be structured around/predicated on their place as 
reproductive labourers within the nuclear family. Instead, a future system 
should account for the fact that the family can take many different forms.

While these two approaches have value in themselves, the major overall 
lesson that can be drawn from their work is that the dichotomy that these 
feminists drew between cash and services is a false one. Universal non-
conditional income and high-quality public services could be implemented 
alongside each other as complementary policies within a welfare system 
centred on increasing women’s independence. 

We can also draw important strategic lessons from the work of these late 
twentieth century feminists. On the one hand the WFH campaign’s use of 
the existing system of Family Allowances demonstrates the value of piggy-
backing off existing policies as a means of presenting radical ideas as 
realistic and palatable. But on the other hand, feminists’ work on welfare 
issues demonstrates the value of activism as being visionary rather than 
providing a fully costed programme of alternative policies. This is where the 
real value of activist work around welfare lies. 

81 	 Ruth Schwartz Cowan, More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the 
Open Hearth to the Microwave (Free Association Books: London: 1989); Helen Hester & Nick Srnicek, 
After Work: A History of the Home and the Fight for Free Time (Verso: London, 2023), pp.29-34. 
82 	 Helen Hester & Nick Srnicek, After Work: A History of the Home and the Fight for Free Time 
(Verso: London, 2023), p.37. 
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The English Collective of 
Prostitutes, women’s welfare and 
the ‘end’ of prostitution

 
Introduction
When thinking about women’s welfare it is important to account for the 
perspective of women who tend to be excluded from these discussions. 
Given criminalisation and stigmatisation, women who sell sex are a key 
cohort of women that are often positioned outside the category of the ‘ideal’ 
woman who should benefit from welfare policies. Unfortunately the voices 
of women who have sold sex are absent from the archive, so the material 
from sex work activists as their representatives are invaluable in providing 
an insight into their experiences. However, as becomes clear throughout 
this section, it is important to bear in mind that their arguments are cast in a 
particular ideological light. 
 
It is important to note that men also engage in sex work and, as scholars 
have noted, transgender and non-binary people are overrepresented in 
sex industries.83  However, as these terms were not used in late-twentieth 
century sources this study will refer to ‘women’ to avoid anachronism. 
Indeed, activists in this period took an explicitly gendered approach to sex 
work.
 
This section focuses on the work of the English Collective of Prostitutes 
(ECP), a group which emerged from the wider WFH movement to become 
the pre-eminent sex workers’ rights group in the late twentieth century. 
In contrast to the wider WLM which remained largely silent on how sex 
working women experienced welfare, this section will show how the ECP 
correctly identified welfare policies and sex work as intimately linked. In 
doing so, it also makes clear that in order to be beneficial for sex working 
women welfare reforms need to be tied to wider legislative reforms around 
sex work to ensure accessibility. Most notably, the ECP’s work shows 
how decriminalisation of sex work is crucial to ensure that women are 
able to access welfare benefits, and how WFH as universal income for all 

83 	 Larry Nuttbrock and Sel Hwahng, ‘Why Are So Many Transwomen in the Sex Trade, and Why 
Are So Many Ethnic Minorities’ in ed. Larry Nuttbrock, Transgender Sex Work and Society (New York: 
Harrington Park Press, 2018), p.35.
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women that is not contingent upon their work status would be particularly 
beneficial for sex workers. 

Formed in 1975 as an organisation within the WFH movement, the ECP 
viewed sex work in economic terms, interpreting it as, for the most part, 
the result of a rational decision made by women in response to their 
economic circumstances. Moving away from the binary nature of the 
late twentieth century ‘sex wars’ between radical feminists who saw 
prostitution as uniquely exploitative and ‘sex-positive’ feminists who 
defended it as a socially valuable and empowering pursuit, they recast 
sex work as a reaction to the ‘violent economic reality’ of capitalism.84 As 
such, considerations of women’s experiences of the welfare system were 
naturally key issues for the ECP and they highlighted how inadequate 
welfare policies were intimately linked to women’s decision to sell sex.  

Taking a two-pronged approach to welfare, they highlighted the need for 
immediate reform to the existing system of social security benefits while 
simultaneously advocating for WFH as a visionary new approach to women’s 
welfare was particularly relevant for sex workers. This section explores 
both the ECP’s campaigning around specific welfare policies identified 
as particularly harmful and also how they constructed WFH as a future 
welfare system that would both assist sex workers and prevent women 
from needing to sell sex in the first place. They struck an impressive balance 
between helping women to navigate and resist the current system while 
simultaneously providing an ideological vision for the future. This section 
draws out several lessons we can learn from the ECP’s work about how a 
welfare system for women should look if it is to include those who sell sex.

Welfare and sex work: a causal relationship

The ECP identified a causal relationship between the government’s welfare 
policies and sex work. Threading through much of their work was the 
argument that insufficient welfare provision led women to decide to sell sex 
for financial reasons. In their 1990 report entitled ‘For Prostitutes, Against 
Prostitution’, they drew a direct line back from women’s sex work to freezes 
to child benefit, cuts to housing and other benefits and the government’s 
introduction of ‘workfare’ through ‘compulsory training programmes in 
exchange for benefits’ which made it harder to claim welfare benefits. They 
argued in no uncertain terms that ‘these economic policies have resulted 
in increased homelessness and prostitution’, stressing that 'the recently 
introduced Poll Tax, which every adult is supposed to pay regardless of 
income…is likely to increase prostitution further as unwaged women and 
young people are forced to earn the money to pay the tax and any fine 

84 	 ECP, ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution Report’ (1990), BI/ECP/18
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resulting from non-payment'.85 Showing how these arguments applied at 
an individual level, in their June 1985 edition of their newsletter, Network, 

they printed a letter from a sex worker to her 
MP in which she tied her sex work to inadequate 
welfare provision, arguing that ‘most of us only 
hustle because we can’t afford to live on the 
money received from DHSS and there is no other 
work’.86 

Perhaps the most powerful expression of 
this understanding of the roots of sex work 
was Selma James’s speech to the Institute of 
Contemporary Arts (ICA) in December 1980. 
Criticising the economic policies of the Thatcher 
government that she saw as having begun under 
the previous Labour government, James argued 
that ‘every single gap created by the cuts and by 
unemployment requiring work and money are 

gaps that on the whole women are filling’ and that ‘we’re filling them in any 
way we find to do it, including prostitution’.87 Outlining in practical terms 
how women from ‘all sectors of society’ are ‘feeling the pinch and therefore 
going on the game’, she used the example of unemployed teachers being 
denied welfare payments after refusing to take on other jobs such as factory 
work that were pushed upon them by the welfare office. She highlighted 
how ‘its not only those of us really down below financially in the society, 
but also those of us who it is assumed are not so far down but really are 
not very far up and who can be thrown down at any moment, who are 
on the game’, adding weight to her arguments around the relationship 
between inadequate welfare and prostitution by showing how previously 
‘respectable’ women are choosing to sell sex in this context. As the ECP 
put it in Network in July 1983, ‘we have pointed to the government, whose 
economic policy is forcing more and more women into prostitution, as the 
biggest pimp’.88 

Prostitution: the refusal of poverty

The ECP viewed prostitution as a means by which women refused the 
poverty that was forced upon them, conceptualising it as a brave choice that 
enabled them to retain their dignity in the face of ever-increasing welfare 
cuts.

85 	 ECP, ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution Report’ (1990), BI/ECP/18
86 	 ECP, ‘Letter from a working girl’, Network (June 1985), BI/ECP/1
87 	 Selma James, ‘Prostitutes and Unemployment - Speech to the Institute of Contemporary Arts’ 
(4 December 1980), BI/ECP/18
88 	 ECP, 'Violence against women in the sex industry', Network (July 1983), BI/ECP/1  
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They viewed selling sex as a means by which 
‘prostitute women provide some of the 
welfare that the State doesn’t provide’ and 
argued that this work of prostitute women 
‘has been essential to the survival of millions 
of families, entire communities and even 
countries’, making up the shortfall in state-
provided welfare.

Their understanding of sex work as a 
conscious and courageous rejection of the 

conditions in which women found themselves was made clear from their 
very first statement in 1976. They argued that the government ‘tell us 
to scrimp and save and do without’ but that women ‘haven’t responded 
with the self-sacrifice and goodwill that they expected from us’, stressing 
that ‘by demanding money for sex from those who can afford it’ shows 
how women ‘have refused to lower our expectations and have aimed for 
more money and less work’.89 As James put it in her 1980 ICA speech, 
prostitution was a means by which women ‘solve our financial problems in 
other ways that are supposed to demoralise us’. For James, women who sell 
sex ‘retain our dignity’ or ‘at least we keep more of our dignity intact than 
they like’ and that ‘the powers that be are bloody angry that we are able to 
survive so well doing things that we should not do’.90

The Cohabitation Rule

The ECP highlighted the particular impact of the Cohabitation Ruling 
whereby a woman’s Social Security benefits were withdrawn if there was 
evidence that she may be living with a man and her decision to sell sex for 
financial reasons. Network in July 1983 included a short piece written by an 
unemployed teacher whose Social Security was ‘cut off when a neighbour 
informed the DHSS that I was living with a man’. Drawing a direct line 
between punitive welfare policies and sex work, the woman outlined how 
after initially trying some cleaning jobs, ‘in the end I was just sick and tired 
of being badly paid, over-worked and financially dependent. So I went on 
the game’.91 Elsewhere, the ECP implied that not only did the cohabitation 
rule force women to sell sex outside the home, it also meant that their 
relationships with male partners came to approximate prostitution. They 
argued that through the ruling ‘the state assumes that if you sleep with a 

89 	 ECP, ‘First public statement’ (21 October 1976), BI/ECP/19
90 	 Selma James, ‘Prostitutes and Unemployment - Speech to the Institute of Contemporary Arts’ 
(4 December 1980), BI/ECP/18 
91 	 ECP, ‘Cut off social’, Network (July 1983), BI/ECP/1
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man, you must make him support you’, highlighting the irony that ‘it must be 
only one man and then it’s not called prostitution’.92 As such, their argument 
that the ruling ‘in effect forces an unmarried woman to demand payment 
for sex by cutting her off Social Security if she is having a relationship with 
a man’ can be seen to apply to both women who sold sex commercially and 
women who relied on partners with whom they had a sexual relationship 
with for money.93 
 

Indeed, it was through their discussion of 
the impact of the cohabitation rule that they 
identified a major irony in the government’s 
approach to prostitution. They noted that while 
the government are criminalising, stigmatising 
and attempting to repress prostitution their 
economic and welfare policies act to encourage 
it, stating that ‘at the same time as the 
Government sets out to persecute and divide 
prostitutes, it itself promotes prostitution’ 
through the Cohabitation Ruling which ‘gives 
the government the right to withdraw Social 
Security from a woman if there is evidence that 
a man has been present in her home’.94 Indeed, 
their 1990 statement ‘For Prostitutes, Against 
Prostitution’ identified this contradiction in 

the government’s wider approach to sex work, noting how their response 
to women selling sex in the economic context of the early 1980s was 
a 'drive to "clean up" inner city areas of one of the more visible effects 
of its economic policies - increased prostitution'.95 Therefore, the ECP’s 
arguments here remind us that enacting punitive welfare policies does not 
constitute a serious attempt to reduce sex work. Women’s financial need is 
the starting point for sex work, so it is through the provision of resources, 
not repression, that the root cause of women’s decision to sell sex can be 
addressed. 

Immediate reforms
 
As such, welfare issues were a key strand of the ECP’s work. Importantly, 
they outlined a number of reforms that would result in the immediate 
improvement of the current system from the perspective of sex working 

92 	 ECP, ‘First public statement’ (21 October 1976), BI/ECP/19
93 	 ECP, ‘Who are the ECP?’ (undated), BI/ECP/1
94 	 ECP, ‘First public statement’ (21 October 1976), BI/ECP/19
95 	 ECP, ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution Report’ (1990), BI/ECP/18
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women. Positioning welfare issues as second only to their overarching aim 
of decriminalisation, in their 1990 ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution’ 
report they argued that while their priority was the abolition of prostitution 
laws which ‘punish women for refusing poverty and/or financial dependence 
on men’, they were ‘also campaigning for money, housing and other 
resources to be made available to women and children on the game or who 
want to get off the game’ and for ‘higher benefits, grants and wages so 
that no woman or child is forced into sex with anyone by poverty, financial 
dependence and/or lack of financial alternatives’.96 
 
Indeed, three out of their four demands related specifically to welfare 
policies. Following their overarching demand for decriminalisation, they 
argued secondly for ‘financial protection’ for women from Social Security 
and Social Services in the form of ‘contingency funds and housing…for any 
woman who wants to get off the game’ because ‘many prostitute women are 
forced to stay on the game because they have nowhere to go and have been 
refused social security’. This was followed by a demand for ‘the abolition 
of the cohabitation ruling’ and finally for a broader increase in ‘all state 
benefits which come to a woman by right’ including Supplementary Benefit, 
Child Benefit, pensions, maternity grants, as well as unemployment, 
disability and maternity benefits and student grants so that ‘no woman 
is forced into prostitution by lack of money and financial difficulties’.97 
Furthermore, as part of their frontline work the ECP offered practical help 
to sex working women in navigating the benefits system through their Legal 
Advice for Women (LAW) service, with advice on social security noted first 
on a list of issues that the service could help with alongside issues such as 
child custody, immigration and sexual assault.98

A vision for the future: decriminalisation

While the ECP took a practical approach, and much of their work was 
focused on realistic and achievable changes to the current welfare system, 
like the wider WFH campaign their work was also visionary and utopian 
at its core. Firstly, their demands around welfare were closely linked to 
their broader campaign for decriminalisation. They saw the abolition of 
all prostitution legislation as key to facilitating sex workers’ access to 
welfare services and affording them the same rights to employment-based 
benefits as other workers. Detailing this central demand, they noted that 
one of the benefits of decriminalisation would be that it would ‘mean that 
sex workers would be able to claim the same right to police protection, 
employment and health benefits, etc. as other workers’ and the removal of 

96 	 ECP, ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution Report’ (1990), BI/ECP/18
97 	 ECP, ‘English Collective of Prostitutes - “the girls’ union”, Network (July 1983), BI/ECP/1 
98 	 ECP, ‘Legal Action for Women’, Network (June 1984), BI/ECP/1 
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criminalisation would ‘make it possible for sex workers to be recognised as 
workers, with human, legal, economic and civil rights, including the right 
to police protection, employment and health benefits, pensions, to form 
cooperatives and trade unions, etc’.99 In doing so, the ECP’s work reminds 
us of the need for an expansive approach to welfare for sex workers 
that takes account of and seeks to change broader legislation around 
commercial sex because access to such services is heavily dependent on 
whether a person is criminalised. Indeed, present-day sex workers’ rights 
organisations regularly highlight the difficulties that sex workers face in 
accessing welfare and social security due to the barrier of their criminalised 
status. As the Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) outline in 
their recent report on sex work and social protection, ‘the criminalisation 
of sex work is one of the most significant structural barriers to accessing 
social protection’ because ‘individuals are often required to disclose their 
profession to access state social protection measures’ but ‘the disclosure 
of one’s status as a sex worker to government authorities can have serious 
legal repercussions, including arrest, detention, child custody loss, and 
in the case of migrant sex workers, deportation’.100 They conclude that 
policymakers ‘must actively work towards the full decriminalisation of sex 
work…given that criminalisation significantly impedes sex workers’ access 
to social protection benefits and labour rights’.101

A vision for the future: Wages For Housework

Moreover, the ECP saw their aim of ending prostitution through the provision 
of economic resources to women and the wider movement’s demand for 
WFH as inextricably linked. Moving beyond ensuring that sex workers were 
able to access the highly conditional benefits provided by the existing 
welfare state, the ECP focused on WFH as a universal benefit that all 

women would receive regardless of work status 
or criminalisation. Indeed, activists noted in their 
foundational document entitled ‘Who Are the 
ECP?’ that they formed under the WFH umbrella 
specifically because of the relevance of the WFH 
economic analysis to prostitute women – ‘the 
ECP joined the WFH campaign in 1975 because 
they are a section of the women’s movement 
who are committed to the fight for economic 
independence for all women, and who recogniser 

99 	 ECP, ‘The Abolition of the Prostitution Laws’ (10 November 1992), BI/ECP/1
100 	 Global Network of Sex Work Projects, ‘Social Protectio and Sex Work: The Smart Sex Workers’ 
Guide’, https://www.nswp.org/sites/default/files/sg_to_social_protection_sw_prf02.pdf, p4. Accessed 
20 April 2024. 
101 	 Ibid., p.26. 
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prostitute women’s contribution to winning the fight’.102 Summing up their 
view of the link between WFH and the ‘end’ of sex work, they argued in their 
‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution’ report that ‘unlike people who accept 
prostitution as a necessary evil or necessary therapy, we are organising to 
put an end to prostitution’ because ‘as women win the financial means to 
refuse sex work, prostitution will cease to be accepted or needed’.103  

Sex work as evidence of abundance  

Furthermore, the ECP saw the fact that men pay sex workers for an element 
of the reproductive labour that all women are expected to perform for 
free as evidence of the existence of the money required for full wages for 
housework. In making this argument, the ECP bolstered the wider WFH 
rejection of notions of scarcity and affordability that dominated discussions 
of welfare and contended there is abundant wealth, but it needs to be 
redistributed more equally. Their first public statement argued that ‘Wages 
for Housework is something that prostitute women have always been 
fighting for and getting’ as they receive payment for ‘the time we spend in 
bed, but also the pleasing, dressing, smiling, mothering’. Consequently, they 

contended that as a consequence ‘when we are 
all confronting the State for our wages and they 
tell us there is no money for us we will be there 
to testify that many of us have seen this money! 
WE HAVE SEEN THIS MONEY THAT THEY SAY 
DOESN’T EXIST!’.104 As such, they argued that 
‘because of this, there is no way that they can 
convince us that they can’t pay our wages. Our 
strength as prostitute women is that we have 
already won some’. Therefore, in a way that 
bolsters the broader WFH demand that women 
have access to the ‘full loaf’ of wealth rather 
than ‘a slice’, the ECP presented the fact that sex 

workers receive a wage for their reproductive labour as a source of power 
for all women and evidence that resources are available to remunerate 
labour that had hitherto been unpaid.

Conclusion
To conclude, the ECP’s work in the late twentieth century is invaluable in 
highlighting the ways in which welfare policies and sex work are intimately 
linked. Made clear how the government's punitive welfare policies led 
women to sell sex in the 1970s and 1980s, particularly in the context of 

102 	 ECP, ‘Who are the ECP?’ (undated), BI/ECP/1
103 	 ECP, ‘For Prostitutes, Against Prostitution Report’ (1990), BI/ECP/18
104 	 ECP, ‘First public statement’ (21 October 1976), BI/ECP/19
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Tory cuts. This situation remains much the same today. As the ECP argued 
in their evidence to the Women and Equalities Committee’s 2023 inquiry 
into the impact of the rising cost of living on women, ‘not only has the 
government’s cost of living response done little or nothing to help women 
meet the costs of essentials, its policy of enforced destitution in the form 
of benefit sanctions and other cuts has deliberately made women poorer’ 
and ‘prostitution has been one of the strategies that increasing numbers of 
women, particularly mothers, have employed’.105 
 
This serves as an important reminder to ensure that in our development 
of welfare policies we endeavour to include groups of women who have 
traditionally been excluded from these discussions - sex workers are just 
one of the groups who have been excluded from policy discussions due to 
their criminalisation and marginalisation. Crucially, the ECP’s work shows 
how welfare policy is inseparable from the broader legislative and policy 
framework around sex work. It demonstrates that we should not think 
about welfare policies in isolation because how they are experienced by sex 
workers is shaped by the context in which they operate.

Firstly, their work shows how any attempt to 
‘reduce’ sex work should foreground economic 
considerations because women sell sex 
primarily for financial reasons. It makes clear 
that policy should be focused firmly in the 
sphere of welfare and focus on the provision 
of resources to women and that any approach 
which foregrounds repression, policing and 
criminalisation misses the point. 
 
Secondly, and relatedly, their work shows how 
any changes to welfare policy within the current 
system must be coupled with decriminalisation 
to be most effective. In conjunction with 
the work of present-day sex worker rights 
organisations, the ECP’s work therefore reminds 

us that policies around women’s welfare that are otherwise effective are 
meaningless for sex workers if they remain barred from access due to their 
criminalisation.

While the ECP argued for changes to the current system and for 
decriminalisation on the grounds that it would make the system more 

105 	 ECP, ‘Written Evidence From the English Collective of Prostitutes’, Women and Equalities 
Committee Papers (November 2023), https://committees.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/126343/
pdf/#:~:text=Approximately%2C%2086%25%20of%20austerity%20cuts,feed%20themselves%20
and%20their%20families. Accessed 20 April 2024. 
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accessible for sex workers, their ultimate vision for a universal approach 
to women’s welfare through WFH was seen as particularly beneficial for 
sex workers because it would remove conditions around work status, 
criminalisation etc that are used as an excuse to not provide benefits to 
certain women. It reminds us of the particular relevance present-day policy 
proposals around UBI to sex workers. Firstly, providing women with more 
money could mean that they do not need to decide to sell sex for financial 
reasons, and secondly a truly universal welfare policy would mean that 
women would be able to access UBI regardless of factors such as their work 
or their criminal status.  

We can also learn important lessons from the campaigning strategy 
employed by the ECP regarding issues of welfare. By working to change 
the existing system while simultaneously promoting a vision of a radically 
different framework for women’s welfare, the ECP rejected the false binary 
that is often drawn between policy reforms deemed to be ‘realistic’ and a 
more utopian approach to the future. 

Key lessons  

1.	 Welfare as independence  

This piece has made the case for welfare for women to aim at increasing 
their independence. In doing so, it advocates for a reframing of the current 
rhetoric around welfare dependency. Instead, welfare should be considered 
as something that has the power to increase our independence. For women, 
not only does this have the potential to liberate people from reliance on 
wage labour in order to survive, for women in particular it also could also 
facilitate our refusal of unpaid domestic work.  

2.	 The Lessons of Historical Activism: A Holistic Approach 

This piece has shown that the debates we are having around ‘welfare’ 
today are not new. They have an historical precedent. Most strikingly, it has 
shown how closely present-day debates around UBI and UBS contain strong 
echoes of late twentieth century feminist debates. Importantly, it has made 
the case for a holistic approach that encapsulates both of these elements, 
and positioned the dichotomy that is often drawn between money and 
services as a false one.  
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3.	 Flexibility and Inclusivity  

This report also reminds us that we should not take a one-size-fits-all 
approach to welfare for women. In addition to the need for a holistic 
approach, part one of this report reminds us that welfare for women should 
not be constructed around their place as reproductive labourers in the 
nuclear family and should be accessible to women within various forms of 
family structure. Additionally, and crucially, the second part of this report 
demonstrates the need to include all women in these policy discussions. 
The Women’s Budget Group, for example, has often discussed the need 
to take into account factors such as age, disability, migration status and 
ethnicity, but this report shows that this list needs to be more expansive. 
Through an examination of how women who sell sex have interacted with 
the welfare system, this report urges us to make a particular effort to ensure 
that the needs of women who are marginalised and criminalised are taken 
into account. A version of welfare that excludes certain groups of women is 
not women’s welfare.  

4.	 An eye on context 

When developing welfare policy, we ought to take account of the wider 
legislative framework in which it would be implemented. This is made most 
clear when considering sex workers’ experiences of welfare policy and how 
the wider legislative framework that governs their work creates barriers to 
their access to welfare. Not only does this remind us of the need to consider 
wider policy reform in order to ensure that welfare is accessible, but also of 
the need for welfare that is universal and is not conditional on, for example, 
work status and criminal status.  

5.	 ‘Realistic’ & ‘Utopian’?  

This report also provides strategic lessons. Firstly, the WFH campaign’s use 
of Family Allowance as a starting point to make more expansive demands 
demonstrates the value of piggy-backing off existing policies in order to 
make radical policy proposals, even if these policies were introduced with 
different intentions in mind. Furthermore, by historicising policies like UBI 
it places them within a longer tradition of activism, further helping to make 
radical policies more palatable in the face of significant political and public 
scepticism.  

However it also demonstrates that ‘realistic’ policy reforms are not 
incompatible with more utopian and visionary thinking. As the ECP’s work 
demonstrates most clearly, fighting for reforms to the current system to 
improve women’s lives in the immediate term should not hold us back from 
more utopian thinking about a radically different vision for the future.
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