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TIMELINE 22.1

The law and women: some measures affecting women in
the UK
1945

The introduction of family allowances, paid
to mothers.

1967

The Abortion Act legalized abortion.

1969

The Divorce Reform Act made divorce
simpler and cheaper, allowing divorce by
mutual consent.

1970

The Equal Pay Act required equal pay for
equal work and outlawed explicit
discrimination against women.

national, others more ephemeral and local) and
individual sympathisers and supporters. It
contained many different shades of opinion and
attitude. Its broad aim has been not unfairly
described as women’s liberation (or, more dismissively ‘women’s lib’). This aim implicitly acknowledged that women’s formal legal and political
equality had not secured their liberation. The
women’s movement involved other implicit premises; that only women could really understand the
problems of women, and they would have to rely
substantially on themselves for their liberation.
The women’s movement was perhaps more
about securing changes in attitude and behaviour
(both of men and women) than changes in the law,
institutions and public policy. Yet it did provide
substantial pressure for further reforms in these
areas. Thus an Equal Pay Act was passed in 1970
and an Equal Opportunities Act in 1975 (see
Timeline 22.1), the latter also establishing the Equal
Opportunities Commission to monitor the implementation of both Acts (since absorbed by the
Equality and Human Rights Commission; see Box
22.1).
The woman’s movement also agitated for better
childcare and nursery provision, with some even-

1975

The Sex Discrimination Act banned sexual
discrimination against women and
established the Equal Opportunities
Commission to monitor implementation.

1976

The Child Benefit Act merged child tax
allowances (paid to men) with family
allowances to create a more substantial child
benefit (paid to mothers).

tual success. It became a major plank in New
Labour’s attempt to move women and poor families from welfare into work. While one motivation
was clearly to reduce the social security bill, the
increased provision of childcare and nursery education, coupled with changes in the tax system has
enlarged choice for many relatively poor women,
and enabled them to escape the poverty trap.
The women’s movement also drew attention to
a long-standing evil that had long been virtually
ignored, the evidence of persistent violence against
women, and the sexual abuse of women. This has
led to rather more serious and sympathetic police
investigations into allegations of violence and rape,
and some change in public attitudes, although it
remains very difficult to persuade women to pursue
prosecutions and even more difficult to prove
them. Women’s groups have also established
refuges and other forms of support for abused
women.
Most of all, perhaps, the women’s movement
has helped achieve a substantial change in the
portrayal of women, in both the visual images and
the language used by the mass media and people in
public life. While sexist attitudes undoubtedly
remain, sexist vocabulary and sexist advertisements

