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Anne Gilzean Reid was married to Sir Hugh Gilzean Reid (1836–1911) 
and was a founder member and president of the Women’s Liberal 
Association. She died in 1895.1 Her essay appeared in the pages of the 
Westminster Review (1824–1914) and as a pamphlet during the Liberal 
Party’s push to build its own organisation for women. The Women’s 
Liberal Federation (WLF) later became a forum for women to lobby 
the Liberal party on issues such as votes, but was initially set up to 
tackle the growing Conservative agenda represented by the Primrose 
League, founded in homage to Lord Beaconsfi eld. Its structure was 
elitist, based as it was on the medieval orders of knights and dames, 
and Reid soundly ridiculed its modus operandi.

The initial aims of the WLF were to mobilise new membership 
initiatives and co-ordinate the local Liberal movements that were 
springing up in parts of the country. Though William Gladstone was 
earlier unwilling to endorse a national federation, his movement on 
this issue indicates the extent to which women were being acknowl-
edged as integral to the mediation of the philosophy and ideas of both 
Tories and Liberals. Though their president Mrs Catherine Gladstone 
was not entirely sympathetic to women’s rights, the women of the WLF 
began in earnest to recruit the volunteer activists required to compete 
with the Tories, simultaneously encouraging the female scions within 
Liberal families to engage with suff ragist ideas. The purpose and 
direction of the WLF was never fi rmly se� led, with some women seek-
ing to moderate what they saw as the potentially damaging political 
strategies of the more radical members, while the more ambitious suf-
fragists a� empted to use it as a vehicle to link female suff rage with the 
Liberal Party itself. The movement would later become more strident 
in embracing feminist social reforms, but certainly when Reid’s essay 
was published the WLF was not commi� ed to women’s suff rage. Her 
text, however, is worded to suggest its inevitability in the future.2

1 ODNB.
2 Martin Pugh, The March of the Women: A Revisionist Analysis of the 
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Reid’s pamphlet envisages women’s work in a diff erent way from 
other texts in this volume. For Reid, the status that ‘work’ could aff ord 
women was not necessarily based on income generation or a� aining 
professional status. Instead she placed value on women being able to 
make best use of their faculties free of all unjust impediments while 
maintaining their natural ‘sincerity and self-sacrifi cing devotion’ (p. 
259): a position that focused less specifi cally on the home and more on 
women’s duties within the public realm. Her representation of ‘work’ 
as, for all intents and purposes, political agitation also had the eff ect 
of limiting the numbers and class of women who could be involved, 
because such activity required time and resources. Certainly a Glad-
stonian paternalism where the privileged classes spoke for and on 
behalf of working-class women is evident in Woman Workers in the Lib-
eral Cause.

Reid’s grounds for asserting the place of women in the political arena 
still associated femininity with the natural, thus collapsing the new 
social and political roles Reid represented into the realm of the biologi-
cal. The idea of femininity as natural was a key diff erence upon which 
women argued for political recognition on the basis that traditional 
forms of political representation could not account for women’s social 
contribution. Reid extended the metaphor of the domestic to encom-
pass the idea of the nation as a ‘wider home’, rather than the home 
itself. This facilitated the transformation of the woman from house-
hold organiser to political agitator through domestic ideology. The 
extent of a woman’s moral and political infl uence was both the driv-
ing force and the objective of the liberal ideology Reid espoused. The 
representation of the nation as ‘home’ for example replaced the former 
political spaces of female infl uence such as the ‘stately dinners’ of the 
social calendar, thus widening the sphere of women’s political infl u-
ence. This strategy of women emphasising new applications for their 
talents, while highlighting the qualities for which they have tradition-
ally been esteemed might seem self-defeating. Yet such an emphasis 
demonstrated how diff erently women were represented from men, 
emphasising the importance of women speaking for women.

1866–1914 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967), pp. 140–3; ODNB. 
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