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The First Women Economic Historians: 

The LSE Connectionl 

The great classics of economic history by Unwin, Wadsworth 

and Mann, Heaton, Hamilton and Clapham2  were written in the early 

years of the profession just before the lst World War and during the 

interwar years. Other equally well known scholars of this era were 

Eileen Power, Lilian Knowles, Dorothy George, Alice Clark and Iw 

Pinchbeck3. The numbers and the significance of women scholars in the 

field during these years stand in stark contrast to their position in 

the field now, and indeed at any time after the Second World War (see 

Appendix 1 for a summary of these women and their major works). Today 

we remember individuals from amongst those women, but there has thus 

far been little interest in assessing their numbers, their social and 

intellectual backgrounds and connections, their research and their 

students. The scholarship of their major works is impressive, the 

current appeal along with clear contemporary political undertones 

intriguing, and the dearth of scholarly work on their subjects in the 

years since something that calls for explanation. 

It does seem surprising that so little is remembered of what 

these women did. What happened to the female input into economic 

history which was very important during these years, yet declined 



sharply after the War? Lilian Knowles, Eileen Power and later 

Eleanora Carus-Wilson became Professors of Economic History at the 

L.S.E. Elizabeth Levett became Professor of History at the University 

of London after a time as Reader in Economic History. Vera Anstey was 

a Reader in Commerce and lecturer in Economic History at the L.S.E. 

Ivy Pinchbeck and Mabel Buer were Readers in Economic History at 

Bedford College and the University of Reading respectively. Julia 

Mann and M.G. Jones were Oxford and Cambridge college tutors, then 

Principal and Vice Principal of their colleges. Dorothy Gorge, 

B.L. Hutchins, Amy Harrison and Mildred Bulkley were full time 

researchers. Alice Clark was a business woman and political activist. 

U.J. Dunlop gave up research after her major studies and became an 

organising voluntary worker. 

This paper will look first at the place of the women of 

economic history in the recent historiography of the discipline. It 

will then set out their achievements and connections. The paper will 

go on to discuss their role in the foundation cif  the L.S.E., and in 

the early Economic History Society. It will also consider their 

connections with contemporary feminist debate and the influence this 

had upon them. Finally it will look at gender and the making of an 

economic historian in a comparison of three very different members of 

the group: Elizabeth Levett, Alice Clark and Eileen Power. There 

were a number of other contemporary women social historians, notably 

Barbara Hammond and Margaret Cole, as well as the earlier remarkable 

Alice Stopford Green, but these are not included in this study for 

they do not belong to the same intellectual setting as the others. 



The historiography of the economic history profession has 

been a fairly recherche interest: good historical accounts are 

available in Harte and Barker4, and forthcoming work by Alon Kadish5. 

Relatively little accord is given in any of these works to the wcn--n 

who wrote prolifically on the subject, taught it and occupied major 

positions, nor to the large numbers of women who studied it. other 

more polemical accounts neglect them altogether. Cannadine's survey 

of changing perceptions of the Industrial Revolution among economic 

historians fails to mention any woman expect Beatrice Webb and the 

Hammonds6. Dorothy George, Alice Clark and Ivy Pinchbeck provided the 

major contributions of the interwar years to this debate in their work 

on artisans, women and children. The conclusions of George and 

Pinchbeck and a summing up on the issue by Lilian Knowles notabl: do 

not fit Professor Cannadine's historical schema7. D.C. Coleman's 

chronicles of the past and present pleasures and pains of economic 

history mention Barbara Bradby who is described as 'the chief 

researcher and co-author of his (i.e. J.L. Hammond's) books' and 

Eileen Power, whose popularisation 'identified her with a cosy sort of 

social history, short on the analytical and strong on the 

picturesque'$. 

The decline of women in the economic history profession has, 

it seems, coincided with their exclusion from our historical memory. 

Their achievements were remarkable, and the timing of their important 

role in the discipline intriguing. In the light of this, it is 



important to ask what common causes and backgrounds drew them to 

economic history. 

II. 	Connections 

Most whose family backgrounds I have been able to identify 

came from the professional or business classes, and many from families 

with a strong commitment to education. Elizabeth Levett is the 

notable exception, rising from a farming family more interested in 

outdoor activity than scholarship9. Dorothy George was the other 

extreme. Her father declared when she was nine that she was to go to 

St. Leonard's then Girton after he saw the Punch Cartoon in 1887 

celebrating Agata Ramsay's First in the Classical Tripos. Though he 

died shortly after, his wife made sure his plans were carried out10, 

Several of the women went to Girton College, Cambridge, 

including Knowles, Power, Jones, George, Dunlop and Radice. Most went 

on to the L.S.E., and the connection was made by the Girton history 

tutor Miss E. A. McArthur (1862-1927) who was also an early occasional 

lecturer in economic history at the L.S.E. McArthur lectured on 

economic history in Cambridge between 1902 and 1912, and collaborated 

with Cunningham in his Outlines of English Industrial History (1895). 

She was also an active feminisit, who served on the Committee of the 

Cambridge Women's Suffrage Society, and on the Executive Committee of 

the Central Societyll. 

The linchpin of the Girton group after their initiation by 



McArthur was Lilian Knowles who presided over economic history at the 

L.S.E. from 1904 when she became the first fulltime lecturer in 

economic history in this country until her death in 1926 when she was 

Professor of Economic History and Dean of the Faculty of Economics. A 

country tory, patriot and imperialist, she was very much a direct 

product of the Historical School in her training and in her interests 

in the economic and political connections in the relations between 

states. Knowles wrote and lectured on commerce, trade, transport and 

especially the empire. She was 'fascinated by the romance of 

pioneering, of man's triumph over the wilderness and over disease in 

the tropics and elsewhere'12. 

She had a very clear idea that the purpose of her work was 

to broaden the boundaries of economic history and to write textbooks. 

She wrote, 'When I first began to teach economic history at the 

L.S.E., it was held by such great authorities as Dr. Cunningham and 

Mr. L. L. Price that English economic history could not be taught 

after 1846. No one in England at that time taught the foreign 

economic history of the Nineteenth or any other century. There were 

no other books on the Nineteenth Century then except the Webbs' 

History of Trade Unionism, so what was usually taught as recent 

economic history was labour and then only trade unionism.' So as a 

corrective, Knowles sought to stress the 'overwhelming importance of 

transport, colonial development and agriculture, while still alotting 

the social and labour side a very important place'. Cunningham had 

believed in leaving a textbook so that 'my subject will never die'. 

And Knowles followed him in also writing textbooks, 'so there would be 



a solid foundation on which others could build' 13. 

Knowles' teaching ranged widely beyond her particular 

interests, and she supervised over a great variety of fields. She 

supervised the work of Alice Clark, 0. J. Dlunlcp and Ivy Pinchbeck on 

women's and children's labour, that of Mabel Buer on population, 

Dorothy George on Stuart finances, Julia Mann on cotton, Alice Radice 

on Anglo-Irish trade, and Vera Anstey on Indian economic historyl4. 

The connections among these women continued beyond their 

student days. The later stages of Ivy Pinchbeck's research were 

supervised by Eileen Power15. Dorothy George worked under Alice 

Clark, collaborated with Mabel Buer and was a friend of M. G. Jones 

and Eileen Power16. Eileen Power and M. G. Jones were close friends 

and collaborators on the Economic History Reviewl7. Mildred Bulkley, 

B. L. Hutchins and Amy Harrison were only tangentially related to this 

group: they were research secretaries to the Webbs, and Hutchins was 

a leading member of the Fabian Women's Group. Their work was well 

known and used by Knowles, Clark and Pinchbeckls. Julia Mann and 

Elizabeth Levett were, in some senses less closely connected to the 

others. Mann did her first degree in Oxford, then the Social Science 

Certificate at the L.S.E., and while there lived in a settlement. She 

discovered economic history while doing this course, and returned to 

Oxford after the war to do the Diploma in Economics. She was taught 

economic history by Elizabeth Levett while on this diploma course, 

then returned to the L.S.E. for a short time to start research under 

Lilian Knowles. She went back to a post at St. Hilda's College in 



oxford, and her connections with the others thereafter were maintained 

through the Economic History Societylg. Elizabeth Levett was also 

trained in Oxford and taught there for sometime, then taught in 

London, connected, however, to Westfield College. She was closely 

involved in the Economic History Society in its early years20. 

Many of these women were feminists. They were active in the 

suffrage cause as in the case of Alice Clark and Joyce Dunlop, or in 

the Fabian women's Group as was B. L. Hutchins. But most felt a 

strong personal commitment, and expressed this in putting at least 

some of their work into women's issues. Clark, Power, Bulkley, Buer 

and Pinchbeck wrote extensively on women. Elizabeth Levett's 

political commitment was directed not to feminism but to socialist 

ideals and in particular to adult education and the university 

extention movement. 

These are the historians and their connections: what was 

the environment which brought them to economic history, and gave them 

an important place in the discipline at the time? 

IV. 	The L.S.E. 

The first important part of this environment was the L.S.E. 

This was a particularly attractive place for women scholars just at 

the time economic history was emerging as a subject. Its attracation 

for women was due to three factors: first, the position of women at 

the L.S.E. in relation to other colleges; second, the particular role 
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conceived of for economic history at the School; and third the place 

of social policy and the Webbs. 

The women economic historians of the interwar years were in 

the second generation of women's higher education. Women's higher 

education was established first in separate women's colleges, and then 

on a co-educational basis in the University of London. Demographic 

change, due to differences in the life expectancy of men and women, 

rising age of marriage for men and emigration had left a surplus of 

women in the latter half of the Nineteenth Century. Clara Collet had 

calculated in 1902 that over half the women in the servant keeping 

classes in Kensington were still single at 45. National figures did 

not show a dramatic increase over earlier years, but were still a 

substantial 15%. There was certainly, however, a conviction that the 

numbers of spinsters were rising, a conviction based in part on the 

greater visibility of women doing paid work. This was the background 

to demands for education and jobs for middle class women2l. 

The L.S.E. was co-educational from the time it opened in 

1895. There was nothing extraordinary in this; University College had 

taught men and women, first separately then together from 1871, but it 

was many years before any women joined the academic staff. The 

University of London opened its degrees to women in 1878. There were 

a number of separate women's colleges in Oxford and Cambridge from 

1869, and later in London. But Oxford did not confer degrees on women 

until 1920; Cambridge in 1923. Women did not become full members of 

Cambridge University until 194822. 



The L.S.E. was not only fully co-educational; it developed 

the social sciences that University College had failed to. Women were 

brought into the L.S.E. by its first lecturers, and were given 

scholarships and academic posts. They came in large numbers to study 

economics and economic history; but even more so they came to do the 

Certificate in Social Studies. In the early intake of 300 students, 

15 were women. Over the period 1902 to 1931 - 2, of the 2500 in the 

Register who had qualified for degrees or diplomas, nearly half were 

women. But as Beveridge pointed out, most of the men graduated with 

three or more years of study, and the majority of the women held two 

year certificates in Sociology, Social Science and Geography23. 

The reason for this is given with characteristic simplicity 

by Julia Mann. 

'at the beginning of the First World War I thought I would 

do social work, and so I went to the L.S.E. and did the 

Diploma in Social Science, and that's where I met economic 

history for the first time, and I thought this is the stuff 

for me ... I didn't want to teach, and teaching and social 

work were about the only professions you could have in those 

days if you were a woman'24. 

The first students included five women brought in from the 

University Extension Movement by Graham Wallas and four men. The 

first higher degree in the Register was a DSc.Econ. in 1902-3 given to 
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Miss A. E. Murray (later Radice) for her thesis on the Commercial and 

Financial Relations between England and Ireland. The first 

L.S.E. research studentships in 1896 went to three women and one man, 

and between 1897 and 1932, 10 of the 27 research studentship went to 

women. Four women including Eileen Power and Alice Clark shared in 

the 10 Shaw research studentships awarded in 1904 to 1915, and there 

were 13 female winners of the Hutchinson Silver medal for research out 

of 32 awards 1900 to 193225. But overall, there were still relatively 

small proportions of women doing economics related subjects. Sixty 

women did the special subject in economic history or research in it 

between 1900 and 1932. Another 40 women did higher degrees or some 

post graduate research in economics. 267 men and women did higher 

degrees over the period, and 859 did the BSc.Econ26. Those women who 

stayed to do research, however, had a reasonable chance of an 

appointment. Of the total of 200 on the regular teaching staff 

between 1895 and 1932, 43 were women27. It is interesting that these 

figures from the early days of higher education compare favourably 

with current proportions of female academics. In the country as a 

whole there are 4,600 women in full time teaching posts and 22,000 

men28. 

Women did not play a disproportionate role in the L.S.E. in 

its early days, but their prescence was certainly a noticeable one. 

We get an idea of the impression they made on some of the men through 

Esme Wingfield Stratford, author of a thesis and book on The History 

of English Patriotism, ( 	), a man of conservative political 

viewsand quaint ideas on women. After King's College, Cambridge where 



he did his first degree, the L.S.E. impressed him as 

,not so much of a school at all, as a collection of earnest 

fanatics, principally women. Principally at any rate as far 

as tone and influence are concerned for the male students 

played a comparatively humble part ... It was not the male 

students who really counted in the L.S.E. The dynamic 

impetus was imparted by the ladies'. 

Stratford thought the real core of the School was in the 

body of 'lady students'. 

'I am not sure they would have liked to be called by this 

name ... they were emphatically and consciously women, and 

women with the most enormous W's ... Woman with a big W, had 

something more earnest to think about. She had the Cause 

with a big C, or possibly two or three Causes29'. 

It was not just the numbers and the position of women at the 

L.S.E. which made it different; it was its unhierarchical 

anti-snobbery atmosphere and the camaraderie and close social networks 

among the teaching staff regardless of gender or politics. H. L. A 

Beales described the L.S.E. of the twenties as a 

'friendly place where there was no kind of barrier between 

the good and the great and the humble lecturers like myself. 

The Common Room was a place you enjoyed going to. There was 



a free exchange of ideas and nobody cared if you were 

orthodox ... You lectured as you liked ...' 

'The School after the war was never quite the same thing, 

before it was informal, associative and free; afterwards it 

seemed to be more stereotyped, more departmentalised, more 

the subject of administrators' attention and less that of 

independent teachers'30. 

Most staff members lived close together in Bloomsbury; 

Tawny a few doors down from Eileen Power in Mecklenburg Square31. A 

number met socially several times a week, and the closeness of the 

common room society can be conveyed by an amusing interchange between 

Eileen Power and the dry A. L. Bowley. Power concoted the ditty 

'Holy, Holy, Holy 
Arthur Lionel Bowley 
Decomposing Slowly 

only to be answered by Bowley 

Eileen Power 
Blooms like a Flower 
When it comes to pass 
will wither like grass32. 

A perception of the practical and moral role of economic 

history at the L.S.E. was a second factor which may have attracted 

women to the discipline. Several of the early economists and economic 

historians at the School including Hewins, Foxwell, Cunningham, 

Ashley, and also Lilian Knowles enlisted economic history in their 

causes of tariff reform and imperialism33. There is a sense in which 



the bias at the L.S.E. in early Twentieth Century was not socialist 

and fabian as often assumed, but as Josh Harris has argued, radical 

Milnerite conservatism and opposition to free trade34. But this was 

also a perspective in favour of an extension of state intervention, 

and as Kadish had pointed out it did not therefore entail a rejection 

of radical fabian reformism35. Beatrice Webb did not quite see things 

this way, arguing in 1895 that the school was 'honestly scientific, 

served indeed by more individualist lecturers than collectivists, 

because the individualists are still the better men. Butthe 

collectivisits are encouraged, and the younger men and women were 

brought under collectivist influences'36. 

As a discipline to provide the ammunitition of practical 

reform, economic history was claimed equally by the tariff reformers 

on the one hand, and by the ethical Tawney and the socialist Webbs on 

the other. A belief in the fundamental connections between the study 

of economic history and social reform was shared by Hewins, Cannan, 

Tawny and Beatrice Webb. 

Hewins argued 

'good work would in the end help to bring about a nobler 

state of society than at present existed. If people 

understood the economic history of the country, they would 

be in a better position'. 
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And Cannan added, 

'All history should, I think, have some practical aim. Some 

moral, some lesson of guidance should be offered by it. 

Even if this is not true of all history, it is surely true 

with regard to economic history37. 

Tawney thought history and economics were about ethical 

relationships, 

'perception of social reality ultimately stemmed, not from 

the social sciences, but from the percipient's belief in a 

transcendent God; the aim of historical research was not to 

support but to refute the absurd and pretentious claims of 

schematic social theory'38. 

And Beatrice Webb, for all her belief that history should be based on 

the scientific methods of social research, perceived economic history 

in the light of current poverty, and saw in it a past record of the 

need for collective regulation. A study of the facts would take 

students beyond 'the narrow sectarian view most Socialists take', but 

the history taught at the School 'will be the history of social 

institutions discovered from documents, statistics and the observation 

of the actual structure and writing of living organisations'39. 

Thinking about economic history in the early Twentieth 

Century, across the whole range of political spectrums represented at 
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the L.S.E. was unavoidably an aspect of thinking about social policy. 

This was a time as Harris argues when social policy was central not 

marginal to British intellectual life40. The close connections of 

economic history and social policy studies were cemented by Tawney and 

the Webbs. At a time of inquiries into sweating, factory legislation, 

the Trade Boards Act (1909), the Minimum Wages Act (1912) and the Poor 

Law Commission (1909), it was clear that there were many historical 

allusions and more direct connections between these social policy 

issues and the works of a number of the women historians considered 

here. 

It is also significant that an important core of economics 

research was closely oriented to social policy, minimum wages, 

national insurance, family allowances, unemployment relief and women's 

employment. A number of female economists and social reformers 

published on these issues in The Economic Journal and Economica. 

These included Millicent Fawcett, Helen Bosanquet, Eleanor Rathbone, 

Barbara Wootton, Dorothea Braithwaite, Mabel Buer, Margaret Miller, 

Marion Phillips, Evelyn Burns, Gertrude Williams and Mildred Bulkley. 

It does seem, that the numbers of women in positions in 

economic history and even economics dropped off after World War II. 

This was partly connected to the professionalisation of these 

subjects, and with this the creation of much more strictly defined 

disciplines. The movement away from social policy and the original 

practical concerns of economic history coincided, it appears, with the 

loss of women academics in the subject. Economic history up to this 



time had a wide remit, and included social history not just as an 

adjunct but at the forefront on research. It had a broad audience in 

the educated and socially aware middle classes, and did not require 

specialist expertise. Beales made some telling comments on the change 

... 'The School was different after the War. It was different again 

because it got very departmentalised, and the economic history was one 

subject in many. I think under Ashton it got too close to 

economics'41. 

V. 	Feminist Ideas 

Another important part of the background to the attraction 

of women to economic history was feminism. Few of those I am studying 

would have proclaimed this: only 0. J. Dunlop and Alice Clark were 

active suffrage campaigners, and Clark and Eileen Power expressed 

ardent feminist views in their correspondence. But most were 

influenced by such views in their choice of subject or the debates 

they took up in their historical work. 

The Fabian Women's Group was important in setting out the 

debate on women's economic position. None of the historians except B. 

L. Hutchins took part in this, but her work was widely cited, and 

there were parallels in approach in issues between the tracts of the 

group and the issues taken up by the historians. Early historical 

work on the impact of industrialisation on women's work was set out in 

B. L. Hutchins, 'The Working Life of Women' (1911) and in her Women in 

Modern Industry (1915), as well as in Mabel Atkinson's 'The Economic 



Foundations of the Women's Movement (1914)42. This introduced Olive 

Schreiner's Women and Labour (1911) and the work of the German 

feminists Lily Braun, Die Frauenfrage (1901) and Elizabeth 

Gnauck-Kuhne, Die Arbeiterinnenfrage (1905), and set up a debate on 

the impact of machinery and the factory system on women's work43. 

This feminist debate set the terms for a much larger scale historical 

debate throughout the interwar years. Alice Clark took up the 

'pessimistic' position on the factory of Schreiner and Atkinson, while 

Hutchins' more optimistic framework, heavily influenced by the Germans 

was endorsed and elaborated by Lilian Knowles, Dorothy George and Ivy 

Pinchbeck44. 

VI. 	Women in the Economic History Society 

The L.S.E. provided the institutional focus and intellectual 

stimulus for the first women economic historians; contemporary 

feminism provided a political framework and personal identity for 

those participating in the creation of the subject. The Economic 

History Society provided another important focus and source of 

identity. The story of the foundation and early days of the Economic 

History Society has been effectively outlined elsewhere45. But one 

aspect of the early days of the Society which makes it appear 

strikingly different from the Society today was the involvement of 

women historians. 

Eileen Power was the centre of the Society, and clearly at 

the helm from its inception in 1926 until her death in 1940. She 
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worked tirelessly and drew on her own women's networks to get the 

Society off the ground and keep it going. She recruited her friend 

and former colleague at Girton, M. G. Jones and badgered her into 

taking on the Treasurership. She used her devoted aunt Miss Clegg as 

a secretary, and her home as the Society's office. She paid a number 

of the Society's bills herself, and used her social connections to 

raise funds. She pressed Postan into becoming Editor in 1934, and 

took on part of that work as well. She produced the first wartime 

number of the Review on her own46. 

Eileen Power may have been the dominating personality and 

driving force of the Society, but she also had the support of a mixed 

team of men and women, academics and teachers. The early Councils, 

usually about 10 members included Power, A. E. Levett, Julia Mann and 

M. G. Jones. The early female officers of the Society were Eileen 

Power as Secretary 1926-1940, M. G. Jones as Treasurer 1937-1940, and 

Secretary 1942-1944, and Julia Mann who was Assistant Editor under 

Lipson's editorship 1926-1934. Other women who played an early part 

were Mabel Buer, Vera Anstey and V. A. Hyett47. One of the first 

activities of the Society was a Schools Committee. Later, in 1934 

when a Standing Committee was set up, this included 6 female members 

out of 14: Mrs. Anstey, Miss Hyett, Mrs Pinnicke, Miss J. Hyslop, Dr. 

Dorothy Marshall and Miss I Pinchbeck48. 

The early membership of the Society was also much more mixed 

than it is now. Of the 500 members in 1927, 100 were women49. The 

membership now only includes 10 per cent women50. The involvement of 



women historians was also reflected in their publishing. An average 

of three to four articles a year in the Review were published by women. 

The Review came out once for the first four years, then twice a year 

after that and published four main articles in each issue51. Present 

participation by women is much lower. Within the last thirty years 

there have been only eight women members of Council only one office 

holder and one female assistant editor. Female input to the Review 

has averaged just over one article or survey per year in a journal 

which now appears quarterly with more contributions per issue52. 

The Society in its early years was a small band, largely 

London based and relying on friendship networks. This appears to have 

been partly due to anti-Lipson feeling in oxford, and a small vendetta 

against the Review set up by Keynes in Cambridge53. But the end 

result was a Society closely tied to the L.S.E. and the schools and 

university extension connections of the founders. The women who were 

important in these networks also established their position in the 

Society. 

VI. 	The Making of an Economic Historian 

one way of illuminating these networks is a fuller 

discussion of some of the formative aspects of the lives and work of 

three very different women who nevertheless had important parallels 

and connections. Elizabeth Levett, Alice Clark and Eileen Power 

illustrate the variety of ways in which women came into economic 



history, and the different contexts in which they could do academic 

work. 

Elizabeth Levett (1881-1932) came from a family with little 

interest in education, but discovered her vocation through University 

Extension courses. She went to Oxford at 23, as a student at Lady 

Margaret Hall, then as tutor and vice principal at St. Hilda's. 

During this time she also spent a year at the Ecole des Chartes. She 

left St. Hilda's because she did not get the Pricipalship of the 

college. She was apparently considered too left wing and too 

influential on her students54. It was then that she went on to London 

as lecturer at Kings College in 1923, became Reader in Economic 

History and in 1929 Professor of History. Her main research was on 

the Estates of St. Alban's Abbey, and she published several major 

articles on this between 1924 and 1927. She wrote for The Nation and 

The Athenaeum, and also produced a few broad surveys and textbooks, 

including The Consumer in History  55. This was part of a fabian 

series, and went beyond a historical survey to a practical proposal 

for the extension of co-operatives56. She was very active in the 

Economic History Society for the short time before her death, and 

10 

	

	 throughout her career was a woman of strong political commitment, and 

was a passionate exponenent of adult education and the university 

extension movement57. Her ethical and jurisprudential approach to 

economic history was based in Oxford, the inspiration of J. R. Green, 

A. L. Smith and Vinogradoff. It gave her history a large comparative 

sweep, and modern theoretical framework. It was J. R. Green's years 

in Stepney helping social outcasts, cholera patients, dealing with 



Clark's interests in women's suffrage had been fostered from 

an early age by a Liberal family background. She was a granddaughter 

of John Bright, and her parents the Quaker Clarks of the Clark Shoe 

Corporation and two spinster aunts Anna and Mary Priestman brought her 

and her sisters up on the suffrage cause and a belief in equal 

opportunities for women60. 

Her three sisters were sent to university; she was brought 

up in the firm and became one of the original directors when the 

business became a private limited company in 1904. After developing 

tuberculosis in 1909 she travelled in the Middle East and the East, 

then spent much of the period until 1922 in Landon working for the 

suffrage cause, as a Shaw Research student at the L.S.E., and as an 

organiser for the Quaker War Relief campaign6l. 

Her correspondence contains a great deal about her 

activities in the suffrage campaign and in the Quaker War Relief 

Committee, where she worked with her sister Hilda who was later active 

in The Woman's International League for Peace and Freedom and for the 

League of Nations. Alice Clark was heavily involved in committee work 

for the National Union of Suffrage Societies, and wrote graphic 

descriptions of several of the large meetings and demonstrations62. 

But her correspondence tells us little about her work on her book. 

There is no direct evidence of involvement with the Fabian Woman's 

Group, though there are certainly close parallels in argument with 

some of their pamphlets. She only met B. L. Hutchins after Hutchins' 

review of her book63, but she does attribute the perspective of her 



overcrowded tenements and the poor laws which provided the ethics of 

her work. 'The life helped the kill the man but it gave the book 

something like immortality'. A. L. Smith, she thought the greatest of 

oxford teachers, for 'he taught us that the business of the historian 

is to understand the other man'. But it was Sir Paul Vinogradoff who 

really provided the framework she needed. He 'taught me to unify my 

varied interests ... into the great framework of Economics and 

Jurisprudence, and bring it to bear on practical social history ... he 

lifted the study of agrarian and medieval history and its problems 

from the realm of antiquarianism to the world of international history 

and comparative jurisprudence'58. 

Elizabeth Levett's route to economic history through oxford 

ethical socialism and the great legal historians was also the route of 

a woman coming from outside the academic mainstream through the adult 

education movement. 

Alice Clark (1874-1934) 

Alice Clark also came late to academic pursuits. She never 

had an academic career, yet still wrote a major scholarly history, 

which is also one of the great classics of women's history. She did 

not start her historical work until the age of 38 when she went to the 

L.S.E. on a Shaw Scholarship to work on women's history under Lilian 

Knowles. She came to history and the L.S.E. through the suffrage 

movement59. 



study to Olive Schreiner. The conclusion of her book connected her 

feminism to her critique of capitalism, 

,we may ask ourselves whether the instability, 

superficiality and spiritual poverty of modern life, do n----

spring from the organisation of a state which regards the 

purposes of life solely from the male standpoint, and we 

may permit ourselves to hope that when this mechanism has 

been effectively replaced by the organisation of the whole 

which is both male and female, humanity will receive a 

renewall of strength that will enable them to grapple 

effectively with the blind force Capitalism64..., 

Much of her life after writing her book was taken up as a memorably 

effective and imaginative director of the family shoe firm, then 

employing 120065. 

In the case of Alice Clark, historical research was an 

interlude in a life which contained several other directions. 

Feminist politics provided her context and framework, but she came to 

the L.S.E. when the institution and her subject, economic history were 

still sufficiently open to accommodate vocation alongside profession. 

Eileen Power (1889-1940) 

Alice Clark's historical work was a part of the wider focus 

of her life in family, business, politics and feminism. Eileen Power 



followed a life of mainstream scholarly and academic achievement. Yet 

she is much the most difficult to write about. Her historical 

presence was in many ways an extraordinary one, but it is one which 

beyond any of the others cannot be separated from her sex. 

Power like Clark was brought up with her two younger sisters 

to fulfill the beliefs of her aunts in education. She went to Girton 

college, where she also taught until the age of 32. She always had a 

strong puritan sense of obligation to justify the devoted aunts who 

had made it possible for her to go to Girton. After Cambridge she 

went to the L.S.E. where she established her economic history in a 

life time association with Tawney. She became Professor of Economic 

History in 1931, and was the first woman Ford Lecturer in Oxford in 

1938. Like most of her contemporary female academics she remained 

single for most of her life, and only married in 1937 three years 

before her death66. Her relationship with her sisters, two other 

accomplished personalities who both remained single was also close. 

She was particularly close to Rhoda Power the middle sister who had 

had difficulty finding direction. After travel and sporadic 

journalism Rhoda joined forces with Eileen, to write children's 

history books and to pioneer the BBC schools broadcasting service. 

Beryl, the youngest sister was a forceful personality and ardent 

feminist who spent two years as an organiser and speaker for the 

National Organisation for women's Suffrage societies. She then went 

into the Civil Service where she was a leading member of the Royal 

Commission on Labour in India (1929-31). She also served on the 

International Labour organisation as Advisor on Youth Training to the 



Chinese Minister of Social Affairs67  

Eileen Power evinced a strongly felt personal feminism, 

though one that was not obviously political. But she also spoke 

frequently on women's issues, and chose women's medieval history as 

her life's work. Her work on women (including her big book on the 

Nunneries)68, the peasantry and the wool trade brought very 

contemporary questions of social history to her subjects. But Eileen 

Power was also a very public historian. She was part of literary 

London, reviewed widely, and made medieval history and literature 

popular in educated circles69. She combined this with a strong 

commitment to schools; she wrote for them and with her sister did 

schools broadcasts70. She lectured widely and brilliantly, continuing 

the Nineteenth Century tradition of the public lecture as intellectual 

and political forum71. She combined scholarship with a popular 

following in a way that few historians, and certainly no economic 

historian ever achieved after the War. Her interests and commitments 

were also strikingly contemporary and political. She was heavily 

influenced by the year in 1920-21 she spent on a Khan Travelling 

Fellowship in India, Burma, China, Java and Japan72. She became a 

well known political commentator on these countries and the Arab 

world, on international: peace inititatives and the rise of fascism; 

combining journalism in The Nation and The Athenaeum with her world 

history lecture series at the L.S.E.73. Beatrice Webb met her in 1922 

as one of 3 distinguished women economic writers: including Barbara 

Wooton and Barbara Drake among a party of young labour economists 

arranged by Laski74. 



Her inaugural lecture reflected both the inductivism of the 

Historial School and the ideal types of Weber and Sombart. She 

preferred a combination of contemporary sociological concepts and the 

comparative method as most appropriate to the long time period of 

medieval history. She compared aspects of contemporary Asian society 

with the European Middle Ages75. And she practiced her method, 

shaping her historical lectures in a current framework, and her 

political lectures in a historical framework. Her memorable lecture 

on the Transatlantic Caravan Routes in Ancient and Medieval times 

concluded with speculation on the neomedieval conditions of current 

trade routes. The Suez Canel had brought the short medieval route 

back again and given a renewed significance to the Meditterranean. 

The Trans Siberian railroad had opened as transasiatic routes once 

more. And air traffic in particular gave the opportunity of opening 

up the old lines of the medieval trade routes76. 

In even more striking vision her lecture on the League of 

Nations attacked the rise of the sovereign state, counselling instead 

the medieval model of political organisation combining world 

association (The Holy Roman Empire) and the local society - town, 

craft or monastic house. She thus called for widespread political 

devolution including home rule for Ireland, Scotland and Wales and 

extension of power to local government and functional voluntary 

associations. Direct democracy, an intense political life and active 

citizenship would promote an active peace and that power which alone 

can drive the machinery of a League of Nations'77. 



Eileen Power's reputation is one that has thus far stood 

above analysis. A recent brief treatment of her by Natalie Zemon 

Davis only encounters difficulty in uncovering her self image as a 

historian72. Why she studied economic history and how she achieved 

the central position she occupied in the field in the twenties and 

thirties are difficult to disentangle from the impression left of her 

feminine charisma. For it was the female as much as the scholar in 

her which accounted for her reception. She was peculiarly-susceptible 

to the gendered obituary. She was remembered for her beauty, charm, 

wit, love of beautiful things, and fine dress which complemented her 

brilliant lectures and scholarly works. Eileen Power was the 

combination, not the disjuncture of the feminine and the scholarly. 

Clapham remembered commenting to her at some learned gathering: 

'Eileen you look like Semiramis'. She had replied, 'I thought I 

looked like a Professor of Economic History'78. Her former 

supervisor, G. G. Coulton had written, 'Her costume and the serene 

composure of manner came up to Henry James's standard: "A women who 

feels herself to be perfectly well dressed has a sensation of inward 

peace such as religion can never bestow"79. 

we might lightly dismiss such patriarchal utterances, but 

this would be too easy. For there is also an important sense in which 

Eileen Power evinced a politically recognised feminine role, perceived 

as much by women who also admired her as by men80. For the 

intellectual role was also a feminine role at a time when women were 

also seen as 'intellectual mothers to the nation'81. Power's lectures 



has a feminine charisma which was also conveyed by other more 

political women in the generation just before her's82. For many, she 

represented a form of elegant learning - scholarly, cosmopolitan and 

aesthetic which complemented her physical appearance and presentation. 

Eileen Power's personal brand of feminism was in some senses 

her own response to this tension; it was not theorised or overtly 

political or dogmatic in any way. She reported her interview for the 

Khan Travelling Fellowship as an effort to keep her cool before Sir 

Cooper Perryy I s comment, 'I have often been amused at women historians; 

so many of the springs of human action must be hidden from them'. He 

further suggested she would be likely to 'defeat the object of the 

trust by committing matrimony. She commented, 'I suppose he keeps his 

wife in purdah'. Anyway these silly remarks would not be made to male 

candidates83 . 

She was utterly dismissive of her widely read chapter on 

'The Position of Women' in Crump and Jacob, The Legacy of The Middle 

Ages, describing it as a compromise with the editors who rejected her 

'Medieval Ideas about Women' 'because it was not sufficienty 

respectful to (a) Women (b) The Church (c) The proprieties. The 

article they wanted could be safely read aloud at the second form by 

the kindergarden mistress during needlework - one of the gossips about 

social life which ought to be bought by the yard at a department 

store'84. When her book Medieval English Nunneries was announced in 

The New Statesman, it was under the title ed. G. G. Coulton, Studies 

in Medieval Life and Thought which she described to him as 'a view of 



the comparative importance of mother and obstetrician which looks like 

another injustice to women85. 

Eileen Power seemed oblivious of her attractions to the many 

men who admired her. One of these was Reginald Johnson, the tutor to 

the last emperor of China. She wrote of him, 

'I stayed there for a weekend with him at his house in the 

western hills outside Peking 	He is English tutor to the 

Little Manchu Emperor. I remember him with pleasure 

because he was soaked in Chinese things and because he was 

so amusing and because he lent me a horse. Only I can't 

remember his Peking address'86. 

Her goals and the way she wanted to live her life were quite 

single minded. Her reason for leaving Cambridge to go to the L.S.E. 

were that 'I do so very much want the headship of one of the women's 

colleges one day, and I think two kinds of experience are better than 

one87. She preferred her independence to marriage or communal college 

life. 

'My idea of life is to have enormous quantities of friends 

but to live alone. And I do not know whether Girton or the 

study of medieval nunneries did more to convince me that I 

was not born to live in a community' 88. 

The economic history that Eileen Power fostered at the 
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L.S.E. was closely tied to current issues and concerns. She brought 

the present into the past and stressed the connections between history 

and sociology. Her approach to economic history was literary, ethical 

and political in a way she initially thought would never fit into the 

L.S.E. She wrote on hearing of her appointment, 'The atmosphere of 

the L.S.E. is so utilitarian, whereas I am hopelessly humanistic and 

have a mortal distaste for the pure economist'89. 

But she shaped the economic history of the School in a broad 

and politically relevant cast that was both her own and a part of the 

early tradition of the L.S.E. Finally one of her later great lectures 

epitomised the approach. It was delivered in 1938, entitled 'The Eve 

of the Dark Ages: A Tract for the Times'. 'Munich' is pencilled in 

over the title. 

'The ears of the historian are full of echoes, but since his 

own existence is the thing most real to him, some sound more 

clearly than others, because his ear is attuned to the ring 

of a clarion or the toll of the passing bell ... I have 

found my mind of late drawn back to read again the history 

of those centuries which saw the end of the Roman 

civilisation in the West, and I shall call my paper The Eve 

of the Dark Ages, or (if you will) a Tract for the Times'. 

Her lecture concluded on the role of the historian. 

'however strongly you may believe that civilisation is in 



the end immortal and must rise again, you cannot gain say 

the immense significance of the fact that in the West it was 

dead for 500 years .. If historians were less obsessed with 

an outworn fetish of progress, less convinced that all is 

always for the best, they might be of greater help to their 

generation. The men of the Dark Ages had no such illusion; 

they knew what they had lost and the memory of Rome haunted 

their wistful minds like the dream of a golden age'90. 
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Lilian Knowles - 	The Industrial and Commercial Revolutions in Great 
Britain during the Nineteenth Century, London 1921 

The Economic Development of the D.7erseas Empire, 
London 1930. 

Eileen Power - 	The Paycockes of Coggeshall (1920) 

Medieval English Nunneries (1922) 

Medieval People (1924) 

The Wool Trade in English Medieval History (1941) 

Vera Anstey - 	The Trade of the Indian Crean (1929) 

The Economic Development of India (1929) 

Alice Clark - 	Working Life of Women in the Seventeenth Century 
(1919) 

Ivy Pinchbeck - 	Women Workers and the Industrial Revolution 
1750-1850 (1930) 

Elizabeth Levett - Studies in Manorial History (1938) 

Dorothy George - English Social Life in the 18th Century (1923) 

London Life in the Eighteenth Century (1925) 

British Museum Catalogue of Political and Personal 
Satires Vols. V-XI (1935-1954) 

M.G. Jones - The Charity School Movement in the Eighteenth 
Century (1938) 

Hannah More (1952) 

Mabel Buer - Health, Wealth and Population in the Early Days of 
the Industrial Revolution (1926) 

Economics for Beginners (1921) 

Julia de Lacy Mann - with A.P. Wadsworth The Cotton Trade and 
Industrial Lancashire (1931) 

The Cloth Industry in the West of England 1640 to 
1880 (1971) 

O.J. Dunlop - English Apprenticeship and Child Labour (1912) 



B.L. Hutchins - 	with Amy Harrison A History of Factory Legislation 
(1903) 

Amy Harrison - 	with B.L. Hutchins A History of Factory 
Legislation (1903) 

Mildred Bulkley - The Feeding of School Children (1914) 

Bibliographical Survey of Sources for the Economic 
and Social History of the War (1922) 

Others who were part of an earlier generation include Alice 

Radice (History of Commercial and Financial Relations between England 

and Ireland, 1903), Annie Abram (Social England in the Fifteenth 

Century, 1909 and 'Women Traders in Medieval London' Economic Journal, 

1916), and Maude Davies (Life in an English Village, 1909). 
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