Primary Source Analysis:
Source - Excerpts from: Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, ‘Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family’, 1932. (The National Archives, Kew FO 371/16305).
This primary source is a memorandum that discusses female slavery within the family and how this was a widespread issue. The authors of this source are Duchess of Atholl, Josiah Wedgwood and Eleanor Rathbone. They were all members of the British Parliament at the time this source was written. This document was written or published in 1932. In 1932, Africa was largely under European colonial rule.[footnoteRef:1] This document was possibly a foreign office correspondence to parliament describing the conditions faced in Africa during the time that they were a part of the British Empire. The document describes how the writer has observed that women were seen to be equivalent to slaves as they could be sold and traded by husbands, fathers or other male family members and were often treated poorly by these men. This appears to have a purpose of informing the people in charge of Britain or in Britain of the conditions faced within the African colonies. This document may be a type of ‘African welfare work’ that colonial women took part in.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Roberts, A. D. (1978). The Earlier Historiography of Colonial Africa. History in Africa, 5, 153–167.]  [2:  Bush, B. (2016). Feminising Empire? British Women’s Activist Networks in Defending and Challenging Empire from 1918 to Decolonisation. Women’s History Review, 25(4), 499–519.] 

The Duchess of Atholl is known for being Scotland’s first female member of parliament.[footnoteRef:3] Eleanor Rathbone was also a member of parliament and a long-term campaigner for women’s rights.[footnoteRef:4] Josiah Wedgwood was also a member of parliament.[footnoteRef:5] [3:  Gilfillan, J. B. S. (1959). Review of Working Partnership: Being the Lives of John George 8th Duke of Atholl and of His Wife Katharine Marjory Ramsay, by The Duchess of Atholl. The Scottish Historical Review, 38(126), 157–159.]  [4:  Woolton. (1946). Miss Eleanor Rathbone, M. P. Journal of the Royal Statistical Society, 109(1), 70–70.]  [5:  Bloom, C. (2009). Josiah Wedgwood and Palestine. Jewish Historical Studies, 42, 147–172.] 

The source first states that ‘it is undeniable…that [the definition of Slavery under the Slavery convention] would cover the status of persons over whom ‘all or any of the powers of ownership are exercised’ by their own husbands, parents, brothers, etc’.[footnoteRef:6] This acknowledges that people can be treated as if they were a slave by the people around them. The source then continues by stating that ‘the status of wives and widows […] customarily and actually one of, or closely analogous to slavery’, this suggests that the writer of the source has witnessed women in these situations being treated as slaves. The source condemns this and states that this treatment is often accompanied ‘by many of the evils usually associated with slavery’.[footnoteRef:7] This shows the author’s disagreement with this treatment. [6:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)]  [7:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 

This is a very difficult topic, as it is sensitive to those being treated in this way, and it may be difficult for others to offer help or intervene in any way. It is explained within the text that it can become complicated when the British government involve themselves in the cultural practices of the countries they have colonised. The authors acknowledge this difficulty through stating within the text ‘we do not ignore the difficulty and delicacy of interfering with customs’.[footnoteRef:8] This shows that although the authors condemn this behaviour, they understand that they may not be able to interfere in cultural practices. [8:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 

The source then discusses how this is an ‘intimate and internal’ issue which makes its ‘consequences more subtle and far reaching’.[footnoteRef:9] This is due to it happening within families and homes as opposed to in public. The author then elaborates and describes this form of slavery as resembling ‘a germ which impregnates and enfeebles the system and is passed on from generation to generation’.[footnoteRef:10] This suggests the authors‘ beliefs on how this form of slavery can spread. It also suggests why it may be difficult to combat this issue, as it happens in private spaces, which make it harder to speak out and could make it more dangerous to oppose. [9:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)]  [10:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 


The next paragraph acknowledges that some of these women who are being treated as slaves may appear to be well treated and possibly content, but this does not mean that they do not need help or protection. This can be seen as a disagreement with those who defend slavery as it states, ‘defenders of slavery in every form have always been able to point to well-fed and kindly treated slaves as an argument for doing nothing’.[footnoteRef:11] This suggests that the author of this memorandum does not support slavery and believes that more people should speak out and act against slavery. [11:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 

The source then discusses the laws that are in place to protect ‘children, animals and property’ and the fact that pressure exists in order to keep these laws in place, whereas the author suggests that for issues of female slavery in the home and the lack of laws that surround this issue ‘this pressure is non-existent or only very partially effective’. [footnoteRef:12] This shows that the author believes that in these societies’ property has more protection laws in place than women do. This can be seen through the treatment of women in these communities and the lack of protection that they are granted. The author suggests that is unbalanced treatment. [12:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 

The author then begins to discuss the customs that lead to women being treated in this manner. The author’s first example is ‘bride price’ which is an amount of money or payment in kind given from the groom or groom’s family to the bride’s family at the time of marriage, which is a common cultural practice in many African societies.[footnoteRef:13] This practice has different names according to the tribe and district. The author suggests that the custom of bride price is very widespread and that it suggests ‘chattel ownership’. The source states that ‘the bargain can be made when the girl is in infancy or even before her birth’ which the author suggests strengthens the argument that this is ‘chattel ownership’.[footnoteRef:14] This implication is also strengthened by the fact that defenders of the custom argue that ‘the payment of bride price is ‘regarded as necessary to regularise the union and to confirm the husband’s rights over the children of the marriage’.[footnoteRef:15] This suggests that the custom of bride price is used to ensure that a husband has more control in a marriage than a wife. This custom has been widely discussed, and the author suggests that some see a positive side to this custom as well as a negative side. The author suggests that the positive side is that it may ensure women are well treated by their family before they are married, however this does not stop the woman being poorly treated by her husband or the husband’s family. The source also states that this custom can afford women ‘the value and dignity in her own eyes and a place in the economic structure of a tribe’.[footnoteRef:16] Overall, the author appears to disagree with the practice of bride price but understands its cultural significance. [13:  Lowes, S, and Nunn, N, Bride Price and the Well-Being of Women, (Oxford Academic, 20 Dec. 2018)]  [14:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)]  [15:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)]  [16:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 

The source then begins to discuss the ‘evils’ of child marriage. The author states that children cannot resist an unwanted marriage or escape from an ‘excessively cruel husband’. The author then further discusses the negatives of chid marriage through discussing how it can cause ‘heavy infantile and maternal mortality’.[footnoteRef:17] They state that this issue and it’s ‘devitalising effects on the stamina of the race, have been searchingly exposed in India and that it ‘cannot be essentially different in Africa’. This shows that the authors have seen the negative impacts of child marriage within communities.  The author then implies that this issue could be solved during the British rule as the source states ‘it would be a misfortune there if the opportunity of coping with the evil while Western influences are still dominant should be lost’.[footnoteRef:18] This suggests that the author believes Western influence can help to combat this ‘evil’ within African communities.  [17:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)]  [18:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 


The author then begins to discuss women’s rights to refuse a marriage or the lack thereof as women in these communities often have their choices dictated to them by family members. The author questions that if a woman has escaped from an unwanted marriage ‘should not her right to do both be definitely recognised and made enforceable by the appropriate courts or authorities?’.[footnoteRef:19] This suggests that the authors believe that more could be done to protect women who refuse unwanted marriages or escape cruel husbands. However, this is difficult as ‘these rights are not defined in law nor acknowledged by authorities’ and that ‘no effort is made to make the existence of these rights generally known amongst natives’.[footnoteRef:20] This may explain why many women in these communities are trapped in situations where they are treated like slaves.  [19:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)]  [20:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 

The source then goes on to explain that another reason why situations like this arise is due to the lack of recognition from authorities. The source states that ‘not only the native courts but European officials […] take the man’s view of men’s rights’ and that ‘the European is apt to be afraid of increasing his troubles with the natives by interfering in social customs’.[footnoteRef:21] This gives further reasoning for why these situations happen and further acknowledges the difficulty with interring in social customs. This is then continued in the last paragraph as the author discusses how British authorities in both India and Africa have neglected the importance of educating women as well as men.  [21:  Duchess of Atholl MP, Col. Rt. Hon. Josiah Wedgwood MP, Miss Eleanor Rathbone MP, Memorandum on Female Slavery Within the Family (1932)] 

Overall, this source is useful for studying the treatment of women within the home in certain African communities during colonial rule. It includes a wealth of information about this negative treatment and the customs that may be the root cause of these issues. However, this source is limited as it does not state the exact communities effected and appears to be generalised. It also may be biased as it is written by British members of Parliament and is written for those who have not witnessed these conditions so it may be exaggerated in order to prove the writers’ point.
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