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L
ittle more than a century ago, women 
in Britain did not have the right to 
vote. Deprived of having their say 
at the ballot box, millions of wives, 
mothers, daughters and sisters were 

effectively rendered voiceless by a political 
establishment that did not see their views as 
worthy of being heard. 

But this didn’t stop people from fighting back. 
Having first gained traction during the 19th 
century, the campaign for women’s suffrage 
would explode in the 1900s with the formation of 
the militant Women’s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU). Whether smashing windows or going 

on hunger strike, its activists – commonly known 
as ‘suffragettes’ – were determined to make those 
in power sit up and listen.  

In this month’s essential guide, we’ll be 
investigating the battle for women’s suffrage in 
Britain and beyond, examining the radical tactics 
of the WSPU, as well as other organisations that 
sought a more peaceful means to securing the 
vote. With guidance from historian Dr Diane 
Atkinson, we’ll also look at how suffragettes 
were punished for their ‘crimes’, and the work 
undertaken by campaigners during World War I.

We begin over the page with a timeline charting 
key events in the struggle for suffrage...

30 The road to the vote
An overview of the most important milestones on the path to achieving suffrage 

for women across the United Kingdom

32 Everything you wanted to know about the suffragettes 
Dr Diane Atkinson answers key questions about those who fought for the vote 

38 The pioneering Pankhursts
How one family came to have such a seismic impact on the suffrage movement

40 A common cause 
From western Europe to the islands of the Pacific, we examine the hard-fought 

battles to secure women’s suffrage around the globe

44 Deeds not words 
Discover the radical tactics used by suffragettes to draw attention to their cause

48 Suffering for suffrage
A look at the harsh punishments meted out on those who campaigned for 
women’s rights – and the ordeals of prisoners who endured force-feeding

50 Fighting a new battle 
How suffragettes served king and country during WWI

52 Eight things you didn’t know about the suffragettes
Why did some activists refuse to complete the 1911 census? This, and other 

lesser-known facts about the suffrage movement revealed

56 Champions of the cause
Discover eight other prominent figures who, like the Pankhursts, played 

important roles in the fight for women’s suffrage

58 Victory at last?
Why the battle was still not quite over when the first women voted in 1918
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DR DIANE 
ATKINSON
is an author  

and historian  
who specialises in 
women’s history. 

Formerly a lecturer 
and curator at the 

Museum of London, 
her books include 

Rise Up, Women! The 
Remarkable Lives 
of the Suffragettes 
(Bloomsbury, 2018)

SUFFRAGETTES
YOUR ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO THE

Emmeline Pankhurst, 
co-founder of the Women’s 

Social and Political Union 
(WSPU), is undoubtedly one of 
the most influential figures in 
20th-century British history

Diane Atkinson 
discusses the 

suffragettes on the 
HistoryExtra podcast 

historyextra.com/
suffragettes-qa
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THE ROAD TO THE VOTE
An overview of the century-long struggle to achieve suffrage for all wo  men across the United Kingdom
WORDS: CHARLOTTE HODGMAN
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Spinsters and 
widows on the Isle 

of Man owning 
property in their 

own right become 
eligible to elect 
representatives 
to Tynwald – the 

island’s parliament. 
Later, in 1893, New 
Zealand becomes 
the first country 
in the world to 

give the vote to all 
people aged  
21 and above.

The WSPU 
suspends militant 
suffrage activities 

following the 
outbreak of World 
War I. Millions of 

women undertake 
essential work 
to support the 
war effort, with 
some serving in 

traditionally male 
roles (such as 

police volunteers) 
for the first time.

Braving mud and 
rain, a crowd of 

more than 3,000 
women and over 

40 suffragist 
societies march 
from Hyde Park 
to Exeter Hall 
in London in 

the first large-
scale procession 
organised by the 

NUWSS.

The Representation 
of the People Bill 
is passed, giving 
the vote to 8.4m 
women over the 

age of 30 who fulfil 
certain property 
criteria, and all 

men over the age 
of 21. Nine months 

later, further 
legislation enables 

women to stand  
as MPs.

G The non-violent 
Women’s Freedom 
League is founded 

by dissenting WSPU 
members, including 
Teresa Billington-

Greig (above).

E Seventeen 
women’s suffrage 
groups unite to 

form the National 
Union of Women's 
Suffrage Societies 
(NUWSS), led by 
Millicent Fawcett 
and promoting 

peaceful methods 
of protest. They 
become known  
as suffragists.

H Conservative politician Nancy Astor 
(below) becomes Britain’s first female 

MP to take up her seat in the House 
of Commons. Sinn Féin’s Constance 

Markievicz had previously been elected 
to Westminster in 1918, but refused to 

take her seat due to her party’s politics.

E Emmeline 
Pankhurst (right) 
dies in London, 
aged 69. Some 

three weeks later, 
the Representation 
of the People Act 
gives the vote to 
all women over 
the age of 21. d

F The Women’s 
Social and 

Political Union 
(WSPU) is formed 

at Emmeline 
Pankhurst’s home 
in Manchester. In 

1905 it will become 
the militant wing of 
the British women’s 
suffrage movement, 
campaigning under 
the motto ‘Deeds 

not Words’.

A petition of 
37,000 signatures, 
demanding votes 

for women, is 
presented to 
parliament by 

a delegation of 
women textile 
workers from 

northern England. 

The Local 
Government Act 

receives royal 
assent, enabling 
property-owning 
women to vote 
in county and 

borough council 
elections across 

England and 
Wales. They can 

also become poor 
law guardians and 

serve on local  
school boards. 

The WSPU 
organises a mass 

campaign event in 
Hyde Park dubbed 
‘Women’s Sunday’ 

and attended 
by an estimated 
250,000 people. 

The organisation’s 
colours of purple, 
white and green 

are seen in public 
for the first time, 

launching the 
WSPU ‘brand’. 

The Married 
Women’s Property 

Act is passed. 
Among other 

things, it allows 
women to hold 

wages and 
investments for 
their own use, 

independent from 
their husbands. 
Wives can now 

also inherit up to 
£200 and keep  

the money.

G Barbara Bodichon 
(above) founds the 
Women’s Suffrage 
Committee. It sets 
up a new petition 
that gains 1,499 

signatures.

H Huge crowds (below) join the funeral 
procession of suffragette Emily Wilding 

Davison after she steps in front of the king’s 
horse at the Epsom Derby. Later that month, 

50,000 people take part in the NUWSS’s 
‘Pilgrimage for Women’s Suffrage’.

E The Manchester 
National Society 

for Women’s 
Suffrage (MNSWS) 
is formed. Among 

its committee 
members is 

barrister Richard 
Pankhurst (right), 

who goes on 
to marry fellow 

activist Emmeline 
Goulden after their 
paths first cross at 
a public meeting  

in 1878.

The so-called 
‘Cat and Mouse’ 

Act is introduced 
by parliament, 

permitting 
the release of 

hunger-striking 
suffragettes and 
their immediate 
re-arrest after 

a period of 
recuperation.

E The Women’s 
National Anti-

Suffrage League 
is formed by Mary 

Humphry Ward 
(right) to prevent 

women from 
getting the vote. 
It will later merge 

with the Men’s 
National League 

for Opposing 
Women’s Suffrage, 

with a combined 
42,000 members.

The Labour Party 
becomes the first 
political party to 
include female 
suffrage in its 

manifesto.

G Some 300 WSPU suffragettes march 
on parliament in retaliation for the failed 

Conciliation Bill, which would have 
granted suffrage to women owning 

property over the value of £10. They are 
met with police brutality on what will 
later become known as ‘Black Friday’.

H The radical MP Henry Hunt (shown 
addressing a rally, below) presents the first 

women’s suffrage petition to parliament 
on behalf of a Mary Smith from Yorkshire.

H A mass window-smashing campaign 
in response to Prime Minister Herbert 

Asquith’s manhood suffrage bill (which 
would allow all men to vote) heralds  

a period of heightened militancy in the 
women’s suffrage campaign.

Around 40,000 
women from 
28 suffrage 

societies march 
through London 

on the eve of 
King George V’s 
coronation. The 
march is led by 
WSPU member 
Marjorie Annan 

Bryce, who rides 
on horseback 

dressed as  
Joan of Arc.
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EVERYTHING YOU  
WANTED TO KNOW ABOUT 

THE SUFFRAGETTES 
Historian and author Dr Diane Atkinson answers key 

questions about the fight for women’s suffrage in Britain

Q: What was the difference 
between suffragettes 
and suffragists? 

A: Suffragists were women who 
were asking for the vote – drawing 
up petitions and meeting their local 
members of parliament – in a peaceful 
and genteel way from the 1860s onwards. 
Emmeline Pankhurst herself started 
off as a suffragist and they remained 
on the scene right the way through to 
1918, when some women gained the 
vote. The suffragettes were members 
of the Women’s Social and Political 
Union (WSPU), an organisation that was 
founded in 1903 by the Pankhurst family. 
From the start, the methods of the WSPU 
were always going to move towards 
direct action. The clever slogan they used 
– ‘Deeds not Words’ – really describes 
the way they had decided things were 

going to be done. They weren’t going to 
ask nicely for the vote; they were going 
to demand it. Their campaign was so 
out there and their behaviour was so 
unfeminine and startling. The nickname 
‘suffragette’ was actually coined by 
the Daily Mail and was meant to be 
condescending, but of course, being 
suffragettes, they took it and owned it. 
So, the term suffragette really refers to the 
women who were prepared to do more 
than just politely write petitions and go 
to parliament.

Q: Was there any animosity 
between the suffragists and 
the suffragettes?

A: There’s a misconception that the 
suffragists and the suffragettes were at 
loggerheads with each other, which is 
simply not true. The strategies of the 

suffragists may have been different,  
but they worked in parallel with the 
suffragettes right the way through 
until 1912. It was always understood 
the suffragists were going to do it their 
way and that wasn’t an issue until the 
suffragettes turned more militant. Until 
then, the suffragists and the suffragettes 
attended each other’s meetings and 
fundraisers. They wore each other’s 
badges. Together they made a really good, 
strong, broad movement that reached 
right across the political spectrum, 
working to get women the vote. 

Q: What propaganda 
tactics did the suffragette 
campaign adopt?

A: The suffragettes were good at getting 
attention. One of their favourite acts 

was to don special leather corsets 
and chain themselves with bolts and 
chains to important buildings, such as 
Buckingham Palace. After padlocking 
themselves to the railings, they would 
throw the key into a crowd of friends 
and supporters and it would take the 
police about an hour or so to cut them 
free with hacksaws. And while that was 
happening, they used the time to make 
their political speeches. Those sorts of 
actions attracted big audiences and added 
to a snowball of publicity. 

The suffragettes were very good at 
propaganda and brilliant at writing 
leaflets, which they called handbills. On 
these, they would ask direct questions 
like: ‘why do women want to vote’ and 
‘why we are militant’? Their message 
was clear, and their literature made the 
argument for women’s suffrage very,  
very effectively. 

A lot of their ‘marketing’, of course,  
was done through the purple, white and 
green colours they adopted, a colour 
scheme launched at a huge demonstration 
in Hyde Park in 1908. Banners, sashes, 
hats, badges and logos designed by Sylvia 
Pankhurst, who was responsible for so 
much of the movement’s visual identity 
– its ‘branding’, if you like – also helped 
spread the message of women’s suffrage. 

Q: How were the 
suffragettes organised? 

A: They had some very effective women 
organisers at a national level. The 
leadership was tight and attracted some 
highly capable women who offered all 
kinds of skills to the organisation. All 
around Britain there were organisers 
– often being paid £2 a week – and 
volunteers who were organising local 

“LOTS OF BUSINESSES MADE

SASHES AND BADGES FOR

SUFFRAGETTES TO WEAR AND

GIVE TO EACH OTHER”

A trio of suffragettes 
armed with tools and 
materials for chaining 
themselves to railings

ABOVE LEFT: Activists 
urge men to vote 
against Asquith’s 
Liberals during a 1910 
by-election campaign

ABOVE RIGHT: WSPU 
handbills regularly 
sported the 
organisation’s vivid 
purple, white and 
green colour scheme

Suffrage campaigners regularly went door-knocking to gain further support 
for their cause – but a warm reception wasn’t always guaranteed

Suffragette artefacts on display at the Museum of London, including a chain used by Muriel Matters to attach herself to a grille obscuring the view from the Ladies’ Gallery in the House of Commons



JUNE 2021    3534    HISTORYEXTRA.COM

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES
 X

4,
 A

LA
M

Y
 X

3

women to carry out activities and 
fundraising at a local level. So, in that 
regard, they were brilliant. 

The suffragettes had an almost 
military mindset and saw themselves 
as crusaders for women’s freedom. 
Within the organisation there were 
generals and captains to mobilise local 
women, right across the class structure. 
It wasn’t just middle-class women who 
got involved at different levels, either, 
whether it was door-to-door canvassing, 
holding street corner meetings, giving 
money, raising money, going to London 
or getting groups of women to come from 
Preston and Dundee, for example. Every 
big event was viewed as an opportunity 
for stage management and was of huge 
propaganda value. They were pretty 
astonishing, really.

Q: What did women’s suffrage 
activity look like in Scotland, 
Ireland and Wales?

A: Scotland had a big part in the story 
and Scottish suffragettes were very active, 
right from the beginning. Within two 
years of the WSPU’s founding, they had 

a branch in Glasgow, and the movement 
spread to Edinburgh, Dundee, Aberdeen 
and all over Scotland. Scottish women 
were very active with their own dynamic 
local campaigns as well as travelling to 
London and Manchester for big events. 
The same was true in Ireland – in Dublin 
and Belfast for example. Irish suffragettes 
were fiercely criticised for focusing on 
votes for women rather than getting 
involved in the fight for home rule in 
Ireland. And women in Wales – Cardiff, 
Swansea and towns around the country – 

were also getting involved. It really was a 
nationwide, dynamic and brilliantly run 
campaign.

Q: Is it accurate to describe 
Emmeline Pankhurst as the 
leader of the suffragettes?

A: She was certainly the figurehead 
of the suffragette movement, but 
her daughters played a big part, too. 
Christabel in particular was instrumental 
in taking the WSPU in a new, militant 
direction. Sylvia, an art graduate, gave 
the movement its distinctive look and 
brand, creating the logos and imagery 
we’re now so familiar with. So all the 
Pankhurst women were very important 
as leaders. And they were so charismatic 
– hundreds of women were recruited 
through the force of their personality and 
rhetoric alone. They were fashionable and 
well-dressed, and lots of young women 

saw them as aspirational figures. But, of 
course, so much of the hard work was 
done by women all around Britain. 

Q: What was the role of 
working-class women in the 
suffragette movement?

A: It’s a bit of a misconception that 
the suffragettes were a predominantly 
middle-class organisation – that was 
something the press always played on, 
when in reality, right at the beginning, 
it was working-class women making 
things happen. When I was researching 
my book, Rise Up, Women!, I delved into 
the backstories of these women to find 
out who they were and how they came 
to join one of the most controversial and 
popular movements of the early 20th 
century. You had to be brave and strong 
and really thick-skinned to join the 
suffragettes, because most people really 
disapproved of them.

I discovered some really interesting 
working-class women including an 
elementary school teacher called Mary 
Gawthorpe, who was very active in the 
Leeds area. 

Another really interesting character was 
Minnie Baldock, who co-founded the first 
branch of the WSPU outside Manchester, 
in her own community of Canning Town 
in East London. She worked in a shirt 
factory and was a Labour activist who was 
very rooted in the Docklands community. 
She recruited lots of local women from 
1906 onwards and became something of a 
poster girl for working-class women who 
wanted to become recruiters themselves. 

Q: Was there any support 
for women who had lost 
homes and jobs as a result 
of their association with 
the suffragettes?

A: A lot of women did lose their jobs, 
and even their homes, as a result of 
their suffragette associations, and there 
were often adverts on the back pages 
of the organisation’s newspapers, The 
Suffragette and Votes for Women, asking 
for help finding new employment or 
accommodation. People would also 
make call-outs for unwanted clothing 
and shoes for women who needed them, 
so there was a lot of social and financial 
support for women out there when 
things got really tough. The WSPU was 
very mindful of the sacrifices that were 
being made and tried to help as much  
as they could. 

Q: What sort of abuse did
the suffragettes receive?

A: Often, people would go to suffragette 
meetings and blow whistles when 
campaigners were trying to talk, or  
throw clods of earth and rotten vegetables 
at them – Sylvia Pankhurst was even 
pelted with dead cats and dogs at her 
meetings in the East End of London. 

Making the sound of hissing geese was 
another popular insult – inferring that 
the suffragettes talked nonsense, like the 
cackling of geese. They would often be 
accused of being men in drag, of being 
bitter and twisted because no men would 
look at them. It was very infantile in  

SUFFRAGETTES Q&A

Some of the wealthier women involved 
within the suffragette movement gave 
Minnie money so she could hire someone 
to help look after her husband and 
children while she was busy on the road 
recruiting and training. 

The most famous working-class 
suffragettes were probably Annie Kenney 
and her sister, Jessie, who were able to 
engage with, and relate to, working-class 
communities and bring lots of working 
women into the movement.

MAIN: Welsh suffragettes march through 
London in 1911. All nations of the United 

Kingdom boasted WSPU branches

RIGHT: Scottish activists support fellow 
suffragette Mary Phillips (second row, third 

left) following release from prison in 1908 

FAR RIGHT: Christabel (second left) and 
Emmeline Pankhurst (centre) celebrate  

their prison release during the same year

“THE PANKHURSTS

WERE FASHIONABLE

AND WELL-DRESSED, 

AND WOMEN SAW THEM

AS ASPIRATIONAL”

ABOVE: Shirt-factory worker Minnie 
Baldock was a noted WSPU campaigner 
and recruiter in East London

RIGHT: A statue of Annie Kenney - 
arguably the most famous working-class 
suffragette – in her hometown of Oldham

Christabel Pankhurst addresses a crowd in London’s Trafalgar Square, 1908. Of the Pankhurst 
clan, it was Christabel who was responsible for driving the WSPU in a more militant direction

Both The Suffragette 
and Votes for Women 
newspapers carried 
adverts from members  
in need of housing or 
financial support
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a way, but it was also a concerted 
effort to try and stop women talking 
in this way in public. There were also 
many accusations of suffragettes being 
neglectful mothers who abandoned their 
children and who expected the husband 
to do chores, which was seen to be 
undermining society. All sorts of insults – 
and objects – were thrown at them, really. 

Q: How much support did 
anti-suffrage movements have?

A: Anti-suffragism manifested in various 
ways. Organisationally, there was the 
National League for Opposing Woman 
Suffrage – it was mostly men, of course, but 
some quite high ranking and prominent 
women supported it. Mary Humphry 
Ward, a bestselling novelist, was very 
anti women’s suffrage – she wrote books 
and articles criticising women’s suffrage 
campaigners and founded the Women’s 
National Anti-Suffrage League. 

One of the anti-suffrage movements’ 
main arguments was that women having 
the vote would be a disruption to the 
natural order of things, and a belief 
that men could look after women’s 
interests in parliament, so women 
didn’t need to have the vote. That voice 

of conservatism was really strong at the 
time. There was this idea that if women 
got into politics, domestic life would 
be destroyed, children and husbands 
would be neglected, men would have to 
do childcare and domestic chores. And 
that, again, was seen as an inversion 
of how things should be and would 
have long-term implications – women 
would stop getting married, stop having 
babies and the British race would die 
out. The term ‘race-suicide’ was one that 
was frequently used and it was a real 
concern of the Edwardians – that the 
British race was somehow teetering on 
the verge of something awful and that 
women gaining the vote would lead to 
a loss of respect from Britain’s colonies 
and an end to the traditional way of life. 
But of course, the oldest and the most 
pervasive argument, although it was not 

explicitly expressed, was the idea that 
women were biologically unsuited to 
making important decisions, particularly 
during menstruation and throughout 
the menopause. What if voting in an 
election coincided with the beginning of 
a woman’s menstrual cycle, for example? 
That sort of thing. 

Anti-suffrage groups were never 
as good at putting their message out 
as the suffragettes, but there were 
hundreds and hundreds of anti-suffrage 
postcards produced with images of 
manly-looking women in dresses, 
cackling geese and women who are 
depicted as being unhinged, shrieking 
and out of control. These postcards were 
sent around and became part of the 
currency of conversation. Suffragettes 
were frequently depicted as old, badly 
dressed, unattractive, with lots of facial 
hair. But of course, this comic caricature 
was completely at odds with what the 
suffragettes were actually like. 

Q: Do you think it’s fair to 
describe the suffragettes 
as terrorists?

A: I think with terrorists, as we 
understand terrorism, the aim is always to 
take human life and that’s not something 
the suffragettes ever set out to do. They 
always researched the places they intended 
to bomb or burn to ensure there would be 
no loss of human life. Locations would be 
reconnoitred more than once and were 
always empty or abandoned buildings, or 
areas where there would be no members 
of the public – sports facilities, empty train 
carriages, empty buildings and private 
houses. Causing damage to public and 
private property was a way of drawing 
attention to the cause and demonstrating 
that the government cared more about 
property than it did about women and 
their suffering in prison. 

It’s interesting, though, that some 
of the suffragists actually labelled 
themselves terrorists, declaring that they 

were terrorising the Liberal government 
for its oppression of women. But most of 
the violence that was experienced was 
at the hands of the police against the 
suffragettes, not the other way around. 
The ‘suffragettes as terrorists’ question 
is a big one, but I don’t think we could 
ever regard them as terrorists in the way 
that we have come to understand and 
experience terrorism today. 

Q: Would the suffragettes 
have succeeded in their 
campaign if World War I 
hadn’t happened? 

A: I think it would have happened 
eventually, but more women would 
have died for the vote. So I think it 
would have been a different kind of a 
victory. The war, terrible as it was, was 
a breathing space for the campaign, and 
suffragettes, mostly, but not wholly, threw 
themselves into the war effort. Virtually 
all suffragettes paused their campaigning 

but were ready to return to the fight after 
the conflict if necessary. 

Women were so badly needed in the 
war to do the work that men would 
normally have been doing that it meant 
that, when the war was over, nobody in 
their right mind could say that women 
didn’t deserve the vote. Women had 
fought the war on the home front so, 
in a way, it was a moral argument. I’m 
absolutely certain, though, that if some 
women hadn’t gained the vote in 1918, 
acts of militancy would have been revived 
and the government was definitely aware 
of that. It was one of the factors in the 
debates around agreeing to let women 
over 30, who fulfilled specific property 
requirements, have the vote. World War I 
gave people on all sides a chance to salute 
what women had done and actually 
made it almost inevitable that some 
women would get the vote in 1918. 

Q: Do you think it was the 
suffragettes or suffragists 
who got women the vote?

A: Well, I’d have to say both sides made 
a huge contribution, but as a suffragette 
historian, I’m bound to say that the 
WSPU campaign was highly effective but 
extremely punishing for its members, and 
that’s something they just accepted. Their 
actions made sure that suffrage remained 
top of the political agenda because their 
tactics were so extreme. They were so 
confrontational. They were in everybody’s 
faces and they were so despised by so 
many people, but they just kept going. 
Yes, all women’s suffrage activists were 
persistent, but the suffragettes took it to 
the extreme. They persisted with going to 
prison; with hunger striking; with force 
feeding. And I think that they just created 
a different kind of energy around the 
campaign. I wouldn’t like to suggest that 
the suffragettes were universally praised; 
they were almost universally condemned, 
but the women’s suffrage argument was 
something that was never, ever going to go 
away as long as they were still alive. d

SUFFRAGETTES Q&A

DR DIANE ATKINSON is an author 
and historian who specialises in women’s 
history. Her books include Rise Up, 
Women! The Remarkable Lives of the 
Suffragettes (Bloomsbury, 2018)

MAIN: Author Mary Humphry 
Ward was fiercely opposed to 

women’s suffrage, and founded 
the Women’s National 

Anti-Suffrage League in 1908

RIGHT: Anti-suffrage postcards 
portrayed the suffragettes as 

unattractive and ‘manly’ 

BELOW RIGHT: Some cartoons 
likened the arguments of the 

suffragettes to the cackling  
of geese

ABOVE: The Sussex 
residence of Liberal MP 
Arthur du Cros is  
a smouldering wreck 
after a suffragette 
attack in 1913

ABOVE RIGHT: A view 
of the mansion’s 
charred interior. Many 
politicians’ houses 
were targeted by the 
WSPU’s supporters

Prominent suffragette Mary 
Allen inspects members of 

the fledgling Women Police 
Service – of which she was 

second-in-command – in 1915

“SUFFRAGETTES WERE

FREQUENTLY DEPICTED
AS OLD, HAIRY AND

UNATTRACTIVE”

THROWING SHADE 
Just like its opponents, the 

Women’s National Anti-Suffrage 
League adopted its own colour 

scheme, regularly covering 
campaign materials with the 

colours black, white and pink – 
in contrast to the 

suffragettes’ famous 
purple, white and 

green.
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THE PIONEERING 
PANKHURSTS The eldest daughter of 

Emmeline and Richard 
Pankhurst, Christabel was 

born in 1880. She was educated 
in Southport and Manchester and 
briefly lived in Geneva, but returned 
home with Emmeline after Richard 
died in 1898. She had a particularly 
close relationship with her mother, 
and played a key role in founding 
the WSPU. 

After relatively peaceful 
beginnings, the WSPU evolved 
into a militant movement and 
gained national attention when, 
in 1905, Christabel and fellow 
WSPU member Annie Kenney 
disrupted a Liberal Party meeting 
in Manchester. The following year, 
Christabel became the WSPU’s 
‘chief organiser’ and used her 
skills as a law graduate to deliver 
informed and impassioned 
speeches and arguments – even 
though, as a woman, she wasn’t 
allowed to practise as a lawyer.

 In March 1912, a warrant was 
issued for Christabel’s arrest on  
a charge of conspiracy to commit 

damage. She went on the run  
and escaped to France, where she 
remained until the outbreak of 
World War I, continuing to manage  
the WSPU and edit its newspaper 
from overseas. In September 1914, 
Christabel returned to London and 
threw herself into the war effort, 
encouraging women to engage 
in war work as a way to win their 
enfranchisement.

In the 1918 general election, 
Christabel stood as a candidate for 
the Women’s Party but narrowly 
missed her chance of becoming an 
MP by 775 votes. She left England 
for the US in 1921 and there became 
heavily involved with the Second 
Adventist movement – a Protestant 
denomination that believed in the 
imminent Second Coming of Christ – 
and adopted a daughter, Betty. After 
returning to the UK in the 1930s, she 
left for the US again in 1940 where 
she remained until her death. 

Made DBE (Dame Commander 
of the Most Excellent Order of the 
British Empire) in 1936, Christabel 
died in California in 1958, aged 77.

Born in 1882, Emmeline and Richard’s second 
daughter was also active in the WSPU. A 
graduate of the Royal College of Art, Sylvia 

created the WSPU’s distinctive ‘look’ and was 
imprisoned numerous times for her suffrage 
activities. Notably, she also spearheaded the 
WSPU’s campaigns in East London, witnessing 
the dire poverty of women in the local slums.

Eventually, Sylvia’s views on militant action 
began to diverge from those of her mother and 
sister Christabel, and she founded the East 
London Federation of Suffragettes – initially 
part of the WSPU. When Britain went to war 
in 1914 – a conflict she vehemently opposed – 
she set up several mother and baby clinics in 
the capital to offer support 
as supplies ran short. 

A passionate left-winger, 
Sylvia went on to host the 
inaugural meeting of the British 
Communist Party in 1920. In 1927, 
aged 45, she gave birth to a son but 
refused to name or marry his father. 
Her refusal saw Emmeline break ties with 
her daughter and the pair never spoke again. 
Sylvia continued to rally against fascism and 
colonialism, moving to Ethiopia to continue 
her activism. She died there in 1960.

The youngest Pankhurst daughter, Adela (b1885), 
shared her family’s views regarding women’s 
rights but, like her sister Sylvia, disagreed 

with the violence advocated by the WSPU. 
After becoming estranged from the rest of 
the Pankhursts – her socialist and pacifist 
beliefs were deemed a ‘risk’ to the WSPU’s 
success – she was given a one-way ticket to 
Australia by her mother, along with £20 and  

a bundle of clothes. She would never see her 
mother or sisters again.

In Australia, Adela married 
trade unionist Tom Walsh and 

together they founded the 
Australian Communist Party. 
Later, however, she moved 
away from communism 
and abandoned left-wing 
politics altogether. In the 
late 1920s, she formed the 
Women’s Guild of Empire 
– a Christian group against 
communism that sought to 

preserve Australia’s place within 
the British empire. After spending 

a portion of World War II in prison for 
supporting the Japanese, she died in 
Sydney in 1961. d

EMMELINE

CHRISTABEL

SYLVIA ADELA

Emmeline Goulden was  
born in 1858 to parents who 
fiercely supported reform 

and activism. She accompanied 
her mother to suffrage meetings 
and her grandfather had witnessed 
the Peterloo Massacre of 1819. 
Emmeline attended schools in 
both Manchester and Paris and 
soon noticed the stark differences 
between her education and that 
of her brothers – they studied 
business, the sciences and 
mathematics, while she was taught 
how to cook and look after the 
home. This would light a fire within 
her; a burning desire to one day see 
women treated as equal to men.

Emmeline married likeminded 
lawyer Dr Richard Pankhurst in  
1879 – he was a radical and a 
supporter of women’s rights, free 
speech and educational reform. 
Together they had five children: 
Christabel, Sylvia, Adela, Henry 
Francis Robert (Frank) and Henry 
Francis (Harry). The younger brother 
was named after the elder, who died 
of diphtheria at the age of four.

The Pankhursts moved from 
Manchester to London in 1886, 
and it was while there that 
Emmeline became interested in 
the experiences of working-class 
women. She followed with great 
interest the Match Girls’ strike of 
1888. Girls and women worked up 
to 14 hours a day in match factories 
for low pay, suffered ill health 
caused by the chemicals they used, 
and were threatened with fines for 
talking or going to the toilet without 
permission. More than a thousand 
women walked out on a strike that 

lasted for three weeks – the  
protest was one of several that 
inspired Emmeline.

By 1889, Emmeline had helped 
to form the Women’s Franchise 
League in London – its main goal 
was to secure married women’s 
right to vote in local elections. 

The Pankhursts returned to 
Manchester in 1893 and it was then 
that Emmeline began establishing 
herself as an activist. 

She set up the WSPU – the 
Women’s Social and Political 
Union – in 1903 with her daughters 
Christabel and Sylvia, and from 1908 
they were using militant tactics 
to garner support and attention. 
Emmeline was imprisoned several 
times, including for the charges of 
striking a police officer, damaging 
property and conspiracy to incite 
violence; she undertook hunger 
strikes to improve conditions in 
prison for herself and others. 

When World War I began, 
Emmeline put her support behind 
the war effort, organising rallies 
and encouraging the government 
to allow women to enter the 
workforce, taking the places of the 
men who had gone to fight. The 
more violent actions against the 
government by the WSPU were 
halted in favour of the war effort.

A devoted anti-communist, 
Emmeline joined the 
Conservative Party in 
1926 and was chosen as a 
prospective parliamentary 
candidate. She died in June 
1928 – just a few weeks 
before all women gained the 
same voting rights as men.

SCREEN SENSATIONIn 1913, Emmeline Pankhurst 
starred in a silent movie alongside 
American activist Harriot Stanton 
Blatch. What 80 Million Want saw 

the protagonist foil would-be 
assassins and take down corrupt politicians while fighting for women’s suffrage.

One family, led by matriarch Emmeline Pankhurst, would 
lead the charge towards equality and votes for women

WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

The three Pankhurst 

daughters pictured as 

children (L–R): Sylvia, 

Adela and Christabel

THE PANKHURSTS



A COMMON CAUSE
From western Europe to the islands of the Pacific, we examine 

the hard-fought battles to secure suffrage across the globe

In the electoral history of Australia, 
the state of South Australia was a 
true trailblazer. Property-owning 
women had been able to vote in 
the then colony’s local elections 
as far back as 1861, but it wasn’t 
until the final decade of the 19th 
century that all women could go 
to the polls. 

The Women’s Suffrage League, 
the most significant of South 
Australia’s campaigning groups, 
was co-founded by activist 
Mary Lee who, in 1890, wrote: 
“It follows that it is an arbitrary 
and unjust government which 
compels its support from those 
whose will in relation to it is never 
consulted. That as women assist 
in maintaining the government, 
they have a right to say how and 
by whom they shall be governed, 
in other words – to the vote.”

The fourth attempt to secure 
women’s voting rights in South 
Australia (including those of 
indigenous women) was finally 

passed in 
1894. It meant 
that the state was 
the first place in the 
world where women could both 
vote in local elections and stand 
as candidates themselves. Other 
Australian states subsequently 
fell into line, with Victoria the last 
to extend the vote to women in 
1908 (albeit delaying a further 
15 years before allowing female 
candidates in its state elections).

When it came to federal 
elections, the freshly minted 
Australian parliament allowed 
women to vote from 1902 
onwards. But not all women. That 
year’s Commonwealth Franchise 
Act denied the right to any 
“aboriginal native” who wasn’t 
already on the 1901 electoral 
register. It wasn’t until 1962 that 
all indigenous Australians 
secured voting rights 
equal to those of the 
white population.

The first modern European country to 
offer universal suffrage wasn’t one of the 
agenda-setting major powers. Up in the 
continent’s north-east corner, for most 
of the 19th century, Finland had been 
a Grand Duchy of the Russian Empire, 
with little legislative clout of its own – 
just a less-than-productive assembly of 
upper-class men with miniscule powers. 
In 1905, though, Finnish opposition to 
tsarist control manifested itself as a 
general strike, one only resolved when 
the tsar himself offered Finland its 
own parliament to keep check on the 
government of the day.

Election to this new parliament was to 

be decided by a vote offered to every 
citizen aged 24 and above, ensuring 
Finland to be the European pioneer of 
electoral universality, and its female 
population to be the first women to 
vote, irrespective of class, economic 
position or marital status. 

They were spurred to the polls by 
a number of women standing for 
parliament, among whom was Mrs 
Hedwig Gebhard, whose campaign 
literature was a true rallying call: 
“Sisters! Let us ensure that not one 
of us is absent when the composition 
of Finland’s first truly democratic 
parliament is being determined. A heavy 

burden of responsibility 
will lie on the shoulders of the woman 
who stays away from the election 
without due cause.” 

AUSTRALIA

ARGENTINA

FINLAND

In 1881, nearly 40 years before mainland Britain did 
so, the Isle of Man – part of the British Isles but not 
the United Kingdom – became the first national 
parliament in the world to allow women to vote in 
a general election. The House of Keys Election Act 
permitted widows and spinsters over the age of 

21, and who owned or occupied property with a 
value of at least £4, to cast their votes in that 
year’s election. 

A letter to the Manx Sun was all in favour. 
“Something is said as to the sharpness, 
intelligence and activity of the women 
voters,” gushed the letter-writer, “a matter 
for gratulation, and an argument in favour of 
a further extension of female franchise.”

Minor amendments to eligibility were 
made in subsequent legislation, but it wasn’t 

until 1919 when the requirements were eased 
to permit all Isle of Man citizens to vote on the 

basis of residency.

Tang Qunying was a key activist who campaigned 
vigorously for women to be given the vote in China 
during the early 20th century, being both chair of 
the Women’s Suffrage Alliance and the founder of 
the Women’s Rights Daily newspaper. Applauded 
for her work in helping to overthrow the last 
imperial dynasty, the Qing, in 1912, Tang then 
hoped that a new constitution would formalise 
universal voting rights across the country. Despite 
fierce campaigning to produce this end, the 
movement proved unsuccessful. 

However, Tang had played a significant role in 
recalibrating China’s political agenda. As a result, 
during the 1920s several regional authorities across 
the country handed women the right to vote on 
local affairs. In 1936, the ruling Chinese Nationalist 
Party – aka the Kuomintang – introduced the 
concept on a national basis, although, because 
of World War II, it was not enacted until 1947. 
Two years later, the Kuomintang lost control of 
mainland China and retreated to the island of 
Formosa (now Taiwan). The constitution of the 
new People’s Republic of China upheld equal 
voting rights between the sexes, albeit 
operating within a severely 
limited electoral system.

THE ISLE  
OF MAN

CHINA

GLOBAL SUFFRAGE
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A LONG  STRUGGLEWomen in Saudi Arabia were only allowed to  vote in elections for  the first time  in 2015.

ABOVE: Indigenous Australian Doug Nicholls 
casts his vote in the 1949 federal election 

RIGHT: A bust of Mary Lee, co-founder  
of the South Australian Women’s  

Suffrage League

An Isle of Man postage stamp commemorating Emmeline 

Pankhurst and her mother, Sophia, who was of Manx birth

Eva Perón – pictured  
addressing crowds of women in 

1951 – was largely responsible 
for the passage of the women’s 

suffrage law in Argentina

Women in Finland were granted the right to vote on exactly the same terms as men in 1906

Activist Tan Qunying (below) 
sought to achieve women’s 

suffrage in China after 
the fall of the imperial 
family (right) in 1912

The movement towards women’s 
suffrage was slower off the 
mark in Argentina than in other 
countries, and it wasn’t until 1900 
that its first all-female political 
organisation – the National 
Council of Women – convened. 
However, the body’s broad base 
meant it was an incohesive group, 
often divided over which issues 
were most important and the 
means by which progress would 
be attempted. 

Nonetheless, momentum for the 
cause grew over the subsequent 
decades, along with demands 
for improved marriage rights and 
more access to education for 
women. Yet it wasn’t until Juan 

Perón came 
to power in 

1946 that true action was taken, 
guided by his famous wife, 
Eva. “Argentine women have 
superseded the period of civil 
tutorials,” Eva declared. “Women 
must affirm their action. Women 
must vote. A woman is the moral 
foundation of her home and 
she must occupy a place in the 
complex social framework of  
her people.”

Women’s right to go to the 
polls was enshrined in law in 
September 1947, after which 
the not-insignificant process of 
registering female voters began. 
At the next presidential election 
in 1951, nearly four million women 
cast their ballots for the first time, 
helping Perón to secure  
63 per cent of the vote.
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The Constitutional Act of 1791 had 
given the right to vote to those 
people living in Canada who 
owned property of a particular 
value or higher, but didn’t restrict 
this to male voters. However, 
when the Imperial Reform Act 
of 1832 officially disenfranchised 
all women, the waves of this 
legislation soon broke on 
Canadian shores.

Within two years, an electoral 
act passed by the Legislative 
Assembly of Lower Canada (the 
region now known as Québec) 
featured a clause outlawing 
women’s participation in 
elections, citing the supposed 
“dangerous conditions” faced on 
polling day. The act’s ripples were 
soon felt elsewhere with several 
other provinces – including Prince 
Edward Island, New Brunswick 
and Nova Scotia – similarly 
disenfranchising all women. 

In 1876, women’s rights activist 
Dr Emily Stowe founded the 

Toronto Women’s Literary 

Club, a forum for educated 
women to pursue discussion and 
debate. When it became clear 
that the securing of voting rights 
was the most pressing issue of 
its members, the club rebadged 
itself as the Canadian Woman’s 
Suffrage Association in 1883, with 
one goal on its agenda.

The struggle for suffrage in 
Canada was drawn out over 
time and splintered across its 
provinces. Campaigning was more 
moderate than in Britain, with 
Canadian suffragists patiently 
making gains through the levels 
of government, from local 
legislative chambers upwards. 
In January 1916, Manitoba was 
the first province to offer full 
voting equality, a move followed 
by other provinces over the next 
decade – although Québec held 
off as late as 1940. As elsewhere 
in the world, though, throughout 
Canada the vote wasn’t initially 
extended to indigenous women 
and women of colour.

CANADA SOUTH 
AFRICA
“Today is a day like 
no other before it,” 
declared Nelson 
Mandela on 27 
April 1994. “Voting 
in our first free and 
fair election has begun. 
Today marks the dawn of 
our freedom.” For the entire 
population of black South 
African women, this would be the 
first time they had been permitted to 
engage in the electoral process.

The original impetus for women’s suffrage in 
South Africa was, as often elsewhere, through 
a temperance union which, aside from railing 
against the perils of alcohol, strongly supported 
female involvement in elections. The more focused 
Women’s Enfranchisement League was established 
in Durban in 1902, but the complexities of the 
South African political landscape meant that the 
country’s white women had to wait nearly three 
decades before being enfranchised in 1930, the 
result of an election promise from prime minister 
JBM Hertzog. However, the suffragists’ motivation 
was largely self-interest, with nary a mention about 
the voting rights of the much larger constituency 
of South African women of colour.

In 1983, in the depths of the apartheid years, a 
new constitution was drawn up, giving the vote 

to South Africans of Indian or mixed-race 
heritage. But it wouldn’t be until substantial 
global pressure came to bear on the country 
to release Nelson Mandela from jail and 
disassemble the apparatus of apartheid that 
full voting rights were accorded to all South 
Africans, regardless of colour or sex. d
WORDS: NIGE TASSELL

In 1838, the Pitcairn Islands 
became the first British 
territory to extend voting 
rights to women. The captain 
of the warship HMS Fly had 
landed on one of the four 
South Pacific islands when he 
was approached by islanders 
in search of protection from 
visiting American whaling ships. 
Captain Elliott duly drew up a 
constitution for the archipelago, 
in which the female half of the 

modest population was granted 
electoral equality.

The successful candidates 
in any future election, wrote 
Elliott, would be “determined 
by a simple majority vote of all 
native-born islanders, both male 
and female, who had attained the 
age of 18 years and of all other 
persons who had resided on the 
island for five years or more”. The 
concept of universal suffrage had 
been born.

THE PITCAIRN ISLANDS

“The right of citizens of the 
United States to vote shall not  
be denied or abridged by the 
United States or by any State on 
account of sex.”

The Nineteenth Amendment, 
which became part of the US 
Constitution on 18 August 1920, 
was unequivocal in its wording. 
The legislation had been a 
long time coming, the result 
of 70 years of campaigning by 
American suffragists who had 
repeatedly filed lawsuits with the 
Supreme Court for the vote to 
be extended. After an 1874 ruling 
found against the campaigners, 
it was generally acknowledged 
by the various, often competing, 
suffragist groups that an 
amendment to the Constitution 
was the necessary means to 
achieve this goal.

Their tactics weren’t always in 
line with each other, though. The 
National Woman’s Party picketed 
the White House and went on 
hunger strike, for instance. The 
moderate National American 
Woman Suffrage Association 
(NAWSA), the membership of 
which numbered an impressive 
two million, was more successful, 
having chosen a pragmatic 

approach within the existing 
political framework. The struggle 
to get the amendment passed 
through state and national 
legislatures was fierce, but 
eventually achieved, just in time 
to welcome a nation of female 
voters to the polls for the 1920 
Presidential Election.

Carrie Chapman Catt, the 
president of the NAWSA, 
observed how it had taken 
decades of “pauseless campaign” 
to get the vote, along with  
great sacrifice on the part of 
its supporters. “Hundreds 
of women gave 
the accumulated 
possibilities of  
an entire lifetime, 
thousands gave 
years of  
their lives.”

However, the 
struggle continued 
because of the 
determination of 
certain southern states 
to deny citizens the vote 
along racial lines. It wasn’t 
until 1965, when the Voting Rights 
Act ironed out the discrepancies 
on these states’ definitions of 
voter eligibility, that true universal 
suffrage was achieved.

THE UNITED STATES  
OF AMERICA

A woman of Indian heritage, Sophia Duleep 
Singh was a significant voice within the British 
suffragette movement. Despite being very 
much part of the Establishment – she lived in an 
apartment at Hampton Court; Queen Victoria was 
her godmother – Singh saw “the advancement of 
women” as her calling. And although she kept her 
campaigning to Britain, this maharajah’s daughter 
was a clear inspiration to activists out in India.

In granting some women the vote in 1918, Britain 
hadn’t extended this right across its empire. The 
previous year, the Women’s India Association 
had been founded with the express purpose of 
enfranchising women. Significant progress, though, 
was far from express. The 1919 Government of India 
Act refused to take the initiative, preferring to drop 
the matter into the laps of provincial legislatures to 
individually decide upon; most did in some form, 
extending the vote to women in local elections 

over the next 10 years.
During this time, the first female MPs 
elected to the House of Commons were 

campaigning for the rights they now 
enjoyed to be transferred to women 
in India, which they were partially 
– very partially – by the 1935 
Government of India Act. Wives 
or widows of existing male voters 
could now go to the polls, along 
with single women with a literary 

qualification. This still only covered 
2.5 per cent of women in India. 
In 1946, with independence on its 

way, the Constituent Assembly of India 
was established, to which 15 pioneering 

women were elected. They effectively became their 
country’s founding mothers, playing a significant 
part in drafting the new Indian constitution 
which extended the right to vote to all citizens, 
irrespective of sex. 

INDIA

42    HISTORYEXTRA.COM JUNE 2021    43

GLOBAL SUFFRAGE

FIRST TO THE POLLSIn September 1893, New Zealand 
became the first self-governing 

country in the world to give women 
the right to vote in parliamentary 

elections. As one suffragette 
wrote: “[the achievement gave] 

new hope and life to all women struggling for emancipation.”
INSET: Canadian suffragists Dr Emily Stowe (top) and Flora MacDonald Denison (bottom) MAIN: A monument to Thérèse Casgrain, Idola Saint-Jean and Marie Lacoste Gérin-Lajoie, who helped secure votes for Québécois women

HMS Fly’s travels in the 
South Pacific inadvertently 

changed suffrage history

An elderly woman votes 
for the first time in 

South Africa’s inaugural 
democratic election,  

in 1994

Pioneering activist 
Sarojini Naidu was 

among the first 
women to sit on 

India’s Constituent 
Assembly

MAIN: NAWSA leader Carrie Chapman Catt (centre) 
pictured with fellow campaigners at a 1916 meeting 

INSET: Suffragists rally outside the US Capitol in 1917
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DEEDS NOT  
WORDS
The suffragettes used a variety of  
methods to try and persuade the 
government to give women the vote  
– some more extreme than others

D
uring the early years of 
the women’s suffrage 
movement, a number of 
campaigning organisations 
were established in towns 

and cities across Britain. Members would 
give public talks to draw attention to 
their cause and submit regular petitions 
to MPs – between 1866 and 1918, nearly 
17,000 petitions calling for women’s 
suffrage were sent to parliament. 

In 1866, a group of women, known 
as the Kensington Society, presented a 
petition to MP John Stuart Mill requesting 
that women be given the vote. Despite 
gaining more than 1,500 signatures, Mill 
was unable to get the matter debated in 
parliament. The following year, Mill tried 
(unsuccessfully) to raise the issue again 
when the Second Reform Bill was passed 
– around a million more men were 
enfranchised, including a portion of the 
working class, but not women. 

Women’s suffrage societies continued 
to campaign for the vote, and in 1897,  
17 of these merged to create the National 
Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies 
(NUWSS), led by Millicent Garrett 
Fawcett. The new society adopted 
a peaceful, law-abiding approach 
to campaigning, but as the years 
went on without progress, some 
believed it was time for change. 

Having grown increasingly 
frustrated by the situation, Emmeline 
Pankhurst, with her daughters, 
established the Women’s Social and 
Political Union (WSPU) in 1903. Founded 
in Manchester, the women-only WSPU 
adopted the motto ‘Deeds not Words’ – 
this new, militant organisation believed 
in direct action to get the vote, whatever 
the cost. 

The year 1905 saw the WSPU’s first 
militant act. During a meeting of the 
Liberal Party at Manchester’s Free Trade 

Hall, two of its members, 
Christabel Pankhurst and 
Annie Kenney, continually 
interrupted the speakers. 
The pair were arrested, and 
after refusing to pay their 
fines, were sent to prison. 
This act gave the WSPU the 
publicity it was looking for. 

The WSPU moved its 
base from Manchester to 

London in 1906, and there 
its members openly adopted the 

name ‘suffragettes’, originally coined 
as a pejorative term by the Daily Mail. 
WSPU members continued to confront 
politicians on the street, interrupt 
meetings, and even tried to physically 
enter parliament, gaining more members 
and press attention. Rosettes and other 
propaganda created in the suffragette 
colours of purple, white and green 
were sold to raise money for the WSPU. 
Among other things, this was used to 
fund campaigning and pay the legal fees 
they often needed.

PEOPLE POWER
The most visible and peaceful way that 
suffragettes could get their message 

across was to organise marches and 
rallies. In April 1908, Herbert Henry 
Asquith became Britain’s prime minister 
and huge marches were planned by both 
the NUWSS and WSPU to show him that 
there was national demand for women’s 
suffrage. Around 250,000 people joined 
multiple WSPU processions across 
London on 21 June, which became 
known as Women’s Sunday. 

Three years later, another march took 
place a few days before the coronation 
of George V, staged by all the suffrage 
societies – militant and non-militant. 
Intended to gain the new king’s support, 
as well as catch the attention of the 
world’s press, who were gathering in 
London ahead of the coronation, the 
march culminated with a huge rally, but 
women still remained disenfranchised.

In 1909, the Women’s Tax Resistance 
League (WTRL) was established – if 
women were not considered as citizens 
who deserved the vote, some women 
decided they should not have to pay  
taxes either. During its existence, 
220 women joined in with the cause, 
including Adela Pankhurst and Mary 
Russell, the Duchess of Bedford.

DISRUPTION AND 
IMPRISONMENT 
Breaking the law in small ways – just 
enough to get sent to prison – was another 
tactic the suffragettes used to grab the 
government’s attention. Even if they could 
avoid jail by paying a fine, some would 
deliberately refuse to pay so that they 
could take up unnecessary space in prison 
and cause a nuisance. Upon their release, 
crowds of suffragettes would gather to 
cheer and newspapers would capture and 
report on their first moments of freedom. 

A further form of direct action was for 
suffragettes to chain themselves to the 
railings of important buildings. Edith 
New and Olivia Smith did this in 1908 
outside 10 Downing Street, shouting 
“Votes for women!” while three other 
women attempted to gain entry into 
the prime minister’s home. After the 
police had cut the chains, all five were 
arrested. Chaining oneself to railings or 
monuments soon became a regular tool 
in the suffragette arsenal.

In 1907, the WSPU started its own 
newspaper, Votes for Women, which was 
co-edited by Emmeline and Frederick 
Pethick-Lawrence. Originally 

“CHAINING ONESELF TO

RAILINGS SOON BECAME

A REGULAR TOOL IN THE

SUFFRAGETTE ARSENAL”

Millicent Garrett Fawcett, leader of the NUWSS, 
believed in a peaceful approach to campaigning

Emmeline (second right)  
and Christabel Pankhurst (far 
right) with fellow suffragettes  
at a WSPU meeting in 1908

ABOVE: A suffragette is 
arrested while trying to 
chain herself to railings 

outside Buckingham 
Palace, 1914

RIGHT: A WSPU activist 
sells copies of Votes for 

Women in 1911. She is 
standing in the road so 
she cannot be arrested 

LEFT: Suffragettes wave to 
passers-by from their cells 
in Holloway Prison, 1909

MAIN: ‘Window-smashers’ 
Mary Leigh and Edith New 
are greeted by enthusiastic 
supporters following their 
release from Holloway in 
August 1908

SAFETY IN NUMBERSEmmeline Pankhurst had her 
own contingent of suffragette 

bodyguards to protect her from 
being rearrested while out on 
licence. The 30-strong group 

were all trained in jiu-jitsu and 
hid clubs inside their skirts to protect their  leader.

The WSPU’s distinctive 
purple, white and 

green rosettes were 
sold to raise money for 

the cause
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SUFFRAGETTE TACTICS

Contemporary newspaper reports often described 
some of the suffragettes’ more violent activities as 
terrorism – a term that some historians still use to 
describe their actions today. Although the stunts 
were not intended to endanger life, there were a few 
occasions in which people were allegedly injured. 
During the 1909 by-election in Bermondsey, for 
instance, suffragettes poured acid into the ballot 
boxes, causing minor injuries to an election officer. 
Acid was also poured into numerous post-boxes, 
causing major disruption to the postal network, as 
well as danger to the postal workers. 

Some suffragettes also created homemade 
bombs. Two such devices were planted by Emily 
Wilding Davison at the newly completed house of 
Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George, 
in 1913. One of the bombs failed to detonate, but 
the other inflicted major damage to the building. 
Later that year, in December, a fire at Portsmouth 
dockyard killed two men and was reported at the 
time as being a suffragette attack, although there  
is no proof that the suffragettes were responsible 
for the fire. Newspapers frequently exaggerated  
any injuries and damage allegedly caused by the 
WSPU, but rarely described police brutality towards 
the suffragettes. Indeed, far more violence was done 
to the suffragettes by the police and public than any 
violence they may have inflicted.

THE DARKER SIDE OF  
THE SUFFRAGETTES?

MAIN: Men inspect damage to David Lloyd George’s Surrey home 
following Davison’s 1913 double-bomb plot  INSET: An anti-suffrage 
postcard depicts an activist vandalising a golf course with acid

published monthly, it became so 
popular that it became a weekly 
publication, selling 30,000 copies per 
week in 1910 alone. Volunteers from the 
WSPU would sell the paper on the street, 
often facing attacks and verbal abuse as 
they did so. 

In 1912, the Pethick-Lawrences 
criticised the increasingly militant 
direction of the WSPU and were purged 
from the organisation but carried on 
campaigning for votes for women. 
Undeterred, the WSPU created its own 
independent newspaper, edited by 
Christabel Pankhurst and simply titled 
The Suffragette.  

TIME FOR ACTION
After Black Friday on 18 November 1910, 
during which around 150 suffragettes were 
injured and assaulted by police officers, 
many within the WSPU felt justified in 
taking an even more militant stance. A 
protest outside the House of Commons on 
21 November 1911 saw 220 women arrested 
after mass window-smashing, with 
more than 100 charged with malicious 
destruction of property. Suffragettes would 
regularly attend protests armed with 
coshes – heavy sticks or bars – or small 
hammers usually used to break up slabs  

of hard toffee. This was  
both for their own protection, 
as well as to cause damage to 
windows or property. Hatpins 
could also double up as 
weapons if needed.

In 1911, members of the 
Women’s Freedom League, 
the Women’s Tax Resistance 
League and the WSPU refused 
to complete that year’s census 
– if the government did not think 
women counted enough to warrant 
the vote, they would not be counted 
in the census either. Women were 
encouraged to spoil their census forms by 
writing ‘Votes for Women’ across them, 
or ask their husbands not to include 
them in the census at all. This could have 
led to a fine, so some chose to stay away 
from home on the night of the census to 
evade it legally. 

Many suffragettes held census evading 
parties, but Emily Wilding Davison went 
one step further. She managed to hide 
herself in a broom cupboard inside the 
Houses of Parliament so that she could 
legitimately record it as her address.

THE ULTIMATE 
SACRIFICE 

On 4 June 1913, the annual 
Derby took place at Epsom 

Downs racecourse. Thousands 
gathered for the event, including 
George V and his wife Queen Mary. 
Emily Wilding Davison, who had 
been a member of the WSPU for some 
years, stepped out in front of the king’s 
horse during the race. The jockey was 
thrown from the horse and Davison 
was trampled – she would die from 
her injuries four days later. The tragic 
incident was captured on film and was 
on the front page of newspapers across 
the world. A huge funeral procession 
was organised by the WSPU, which 
championed Davison as a martyr to  

the suffragette cause. 
That same year, the NUWSS organised 

a mass march to London of peaceful 
protesters. People came from all over 
the UK, with around 50,000 people 
eventually congregating in Hyde Park 
on 26 July. The event became known as 
the Great Pilgrimage, and many of the 
marchers carried banners declaring that 
they were peaceful and law-abiding, to 
distance themselves from the WSPU.

UPPING THE STAKES
With the vote still a distant hope, WSPU 
tactics turned even more militant, and 
Emmeline Pankhurst herself encouraged 
the suffragettes to cause as much trouble 
as they could. Pavilions, railways stations 
and even the private houses of politicians 
were burned or damaged, once they had 
ensured they were clear of people and pets. 
Defending the organisation’s aggressive 
actions, Pankhurst declared: “The 
condition of our sex is so deplorable that it 
is our duty to break the law in order to call 
attention to the reasons why we do.” 

It wasn’t just government, commercial 
or private property that felt the ire of 
the suffragettes, however. Churches 
were also attacked, and in March 1914, 
Mary Richardson, forever after known 
as ‘Slasher Mary’, entered the National 
Gallery in London. Using a meat 
cleaver, she slashed the 17th-century 
work Rokeby Venus – painted by Diego 
Velázquez – at least five times in protest 
at Emmeline Pankhurst’s arrest a few 
days earlier. Richardson was sentenced  
to six months in prison. She would later 
say that she chose the artwork, which 
depicts a nude Venus looking in the 
mirror, because it was worth a lot of 
money and she disliked the way that 
male visitors would stare at the female 
body in the painting. 

Richardson wasn’t the only one to 
target galleries and museums. A glass 
case containing an ancient Egyptian 
mummy was damaged in the British 
Museum, while Manchester Art Gallery 
saw 13 of its paintings damaged in 1913. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

“DAVISON MANAGED

TO HIDE IN A BROOM
CUPBOARD IN 

THE HOUSES OF
PARLIAMENT”

ABOVE: A button 
bearing the emblem  
of the Women’s Tax 
Resistance League, 
founded in 1909

ABOVE RIGHT: 
Suffragettes hide 
together on the night 
of 2 April 1911 to avoid 
being counted on the 
UK census

Huge crowds assemble in Hyde 
Park for the Women’s Sunday  
rally on 21 June 1908. Around 
250,000 people are thought to 
have attended the event

Emily Wilding Davison is thrown to the 
ground at the infamous 1913 Epsom Derby

MAIN: Five suffragettes, 

including Adela Pankhurst 

(far left), proudly display a 

broken window in its frame

ABOVE RIGHT: A hammer 

wielded by a suffragette 

during a protest in London

An illustration depicts Mary Richardson’s attack on  
the Rokeby Venus at the National Gallery in 1913
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As the battle for the vote reached fever 
pitch, jailed suffragettes embarked on 
hunger strikes, refusing all food and drink 
in protest against their harsh treatment 
and classification as criminal (rather than 
political) prisoners.

The first woman to embark on such  
a campaign was Marion Wallace-Dunlop, 
who began her hunger strike in London’s 
Holloway Prison after her incarceration in 
July 1909. While hunger strikes weren’t 
sanctioned by the WSPU at first, the actions 
of Wallace-Dunlop soon inspired many 
women in the organisation to do the same, 
including Emmeline Pankhurst.

Fearful that the strikers might starve 
to death and become martyrs to their 
cause, the prison authorities began a harsh 
programme of force-feeding. Prisoners 
would be restrained so that a long rubber 
tube could be inserted into their nose and 
down their throat, into which mixtures of 
egg, milk and other liquid food would be 
funnelled directly into their stomachs. 

Overall, it was a harrowing and traumatic 
affair – the feeding tubes could cause 
bleeding or block the prisoner’s airway by 
entering the lungs rather than the stomach. 
Vomiting, facial bruising and broken 
teeth were also particularly common, and 
some women claimed that they had been 
administered drugs in advance to make 
them more submissive. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the effects of  
force-feeding could lead to longer-term 
health problems. Lady Constance Lytton 
suffered a heart attack and several strokes as 
a result of her ordeals, while Mary Jane Clarke 
– the younger sister of Emmeline Pankhurst 
– died on Christmas Day 1910, shortly after 
leaving prison. It was soon discovered that 
Clarke had suffered a brain haemorrhage, 
partly caused by the violent force-feeding 
she had endured over the previous weeks.

In 1913, as more suffragettes took up 
their painful cause – and the British public 
expressed growing dismay for their plight 
– the government passed the Prisoners 
(Temporary Discharge for Ill-Health)  
Act, commonly known as the ‘Cat and 
Mouse’ Act. Hunger-strikers whose health 
was in imminent danger could be released 
on licence in order to gain strength and 
recuperate, only to then be rearrested and 
serve the rest of their sentence – upon which 
the process would start all over again. One 
particularly prominent suffragette, Kitty 
Marion, was force-fed 232 times in 1913 alone.

Despite this, suffragettes continued  
to go on hunger strike, with the WSPU 
celebrating them for their courage and 
welcoming them home upon release. 
Hunger strike medals were even issued,  
with silver bars representing different 
periods of strike and enamel bars to show 
episodes of force-feeding.

THE TORTURE OF FORCE-FEEDING

T
he early years of campaigning 
for women’s suffrage was 
largely law-abiding, but 
with the formation of the 
militant Women’s Social and 

Political Union (WSPU) in 1903, more 
radical campaigning tactics began to be 
deployed, particularly from around  
1908 onwards. Consequently, WSPU 
members soon started to feel the long 
arm of the law. 

Fines were often handed out for crimes 
such as vandalism and disrupting the 
peace, with many poorer women unable 
to pay them. Yet even when suffragettes 
could afford the fine (providing their 
husbands didn’t settle it on their behalf), 
they would often refuse to pay the fines 
as an act of defiance – something that 
would usually see them facing a spell in 
prison as a result.

LOCKED UP
For militant suffragettes, 
punishment was par for the 
course. Many activists, including 
the Pankhursts, were imprisoned 
numerous times – sometimes 
even deliberately provoking arrest 
as an act of protest. Between 
1905 and 1914, more than 1,000 
women and 40 men were jailed 
for their suffrage activities – many  
of whom were jailed multiple times –  
and many more appeared in court. 

Their punishments may appear 
excessive by today’s standards: protesters 
could be imprisoned for simply standing 
on the pavement holding a placard, 
or for selling their newspaper, Votes 
for Women. In April 1913, Emmeline 
Pankhurst was sentenced to three years’ 
penal servitude for incitement to place an 

explosive in a building in Walton, Surrey, 
although she was soon released under 
the terms of the so-called Cat and Mouse 
Act (see box opposite).

Conditions in prison could be horrific, 
but even inside, there was a deference 

to class. In 1910, Lady Constance 
Lytton, an earl’s daughter, 
disguised herself as a working-
class woman named Jane Warton 
and deliberately got herself 
arrested in Liverpool. She wanted 
to see how poorer women were 
treated in prison – she knew 
working-class suffragettes were 
far more likely to be force-fed 
compared to those of a higher 
social status. 

In the end, Lytton’s instincts 
were proven correct. Whereas she 
had previously been imprisoned 
and swiftly released, taking on the 
guise of a working-class woman 
meant she was force-fed a total of 
eight times.

Another danger for the 
suffragettes was the possibility of 

losing their families. If their husbands 
were unsupportive of their actions their 
marriage could end and mothers could 
lose custody of their children. Other 
women found themselves cut off by 
their parents, leaving them without any 
support or future inheritance.

Crucially, jobs were also at risk, 
and if employers got wind of a prison 
sentence or allegiance to the suffrage 
campaign, many risked being dismissed. 

SUFFRAGETTE PUNISHMENT

School teachers would often limit their 
campaigning to during the holidays.

Newspapers, too, were overwhelmingly 
critical of the cause, and frequently 
ridiculed suffragettes through rude and 
unflattering cartoons, painting them 
as hysterical, fanatical and lacking in 
‘femininity’. Many campaigners were 
verbally and physically abused, with 
stones and eggs flung at them by a largely 
unsympathetic public.

VIOLENCE FOR VOTES
Events could take a violent turn when 
suffragettes held a mass protest or tried to 
reach parliament; some would stuff their 
clothes with padding to protect themselves 
from police brutality. One of the most 
notable incidents occurred on 18 November 
1910, when more than 300 women took 
part in a public demonstration 
after Henry Asquith’s Liberal 
government refused to grant the 
Conciliation Bill the facilities to 
become law – something that 
would have offered the vote to a 
small number of women. 

After delegates from the WSPU 
failed to get an audience with 
Asquith, they tried to enter the 
House of Commons, but were 
confronted by large numbers of 
police. To make matters worse, 
hostile crowds opposing the 
suffragette cause joined in with  
the melee. Some police officers were 
dressed in plain clothes as agents 
provocateurs to attack the women.

In total, the riot lasted more than 
six hours; 150 women were badly 
injured, including 39 who had been 
sexually assaulted by police officers. 
No official investigation was held, 
and the next day, the 119 protesters 
who had been arrested were released 
without charge upon the orders of 
Home Secretary Winston Churchill, 
who himself had been accused of 
encouraging the violent police response. 

The events were to become known  
as ‘Black Friday’ and heralded a period  
of militant, and often violent, 
campaigning by the WSPU. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

SUFFERING  
FOR SUFFRAGEAGE
Suffragettes faced imprisonment, attacks  
in the street, unemployment and even 
abandonment by their families

ABOVE: A WSPU poster 
pours scorn on the 
Liberal government’s 
‘Cat and Mouse’ Act, 
introduced in 1913

INSET: Emmeline and 
Christabel Pankhurst in 
prison dress, 1908. The 
duo both spent two 
months in jail that year MAIN: Hunger strikers were force-fed via tubes inserted into their noses and  

directly into their stomachs INSET: A WSPU medal ‘for valour’ – the suffragette’s 
 ‘Victoria Cross’, with badges for hunger strike activity 

Suffragettes could be met with 
a heavy-handed response for 
even the most minor offences

A suffragette engages in a struggle with a policeman outside the Palace of Westminster on ‘Black Friday’, 1910
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FIGHTING A  
NEW BATTLE

When war reared its ugly head in 1914, thousands of 
suffragettes paused their campaigns to serve king  

and country. Thrust into roles once occupied by men,  
society would never be the same again

BIG NUMBERS:
WOMEN IN WORLD WAR I

W
hen Britain entered 
World War I in 
August 1914, the 
WSPU immediately 
suspended its 

activities. Initially, Christabel Pankhurst 
declared her belief that the war was a 
punishment from God upon men who had 
refused to give equality to women. Soon, 
however, an amnesty was negotiated 
between the WSPU and the government: 
suffragette prisoners were released and 
militant suffrage activities ceased. The 
WSPU thus changed tack – votes for 
women was put on the backburner 
while its members passionately threw 
themselves into supporting the war effort.

Conversely, the suffragists from the 
NUWSS – the National Union of Women’s 
Suffrage Societies – opposed the war 
altogether, with many of the organisation’s 
supporters taking part in a peace rally 
just hours before war was declared. But 
when leader Millicent Garrett Fawcett 
was warned that the NUWSS could 
lose the backing of sympathetic MPs if 
they allied with the pacifist cause, they, 
too, suspended campaigning activities, 
although not all agreed with the decision.

PATRIOTIC FERVOUR
As troops went off to the trenches, 
suffragettes gave up window-smashing 
and took on jobs such as welding and bus-
conducting. Some members of the NUWSS 
notably set up the Women’s Service 
Bureau, which matched women with roles 
that would allow them to support the war 
effort in the best way they could. 

Some women even set off for the front 
to help, only to be turned away. Not one 
to be deterred, doctor and founder of the 
Scottish Women’s Suffrage Federation, 
Elsie Inglis, established the Scottish 
Women’s Hospitals Committee, which 
would end up sending more than a 
thousand female doctors, nurses and 
ambulance drivers across Europe  

during the course of war. Inglis went  
on to set up the first women-run  
medical unit near Royaumont Abbey, 
northern France, with the support of the 
French government. 

By 1915, the conflict had led to an 
unlikely alliance as the government 
and suffragettes embarked on joint 
initiatives to get women to support the 
war effort. In July that year, David Lloyd 
George, then Minister of Munitions, 
asked Emmeline Pankhurst to organise 
a procession through London. Called 
the Women’s Right to Serve March, 
and led by the WSPU, it encouraged 
female participation in the workplace – 
munitions factories, for example, were 
in particular need of support. Crucially, 
it was also an opportunity to show how 
willing women were to do their bit.

Sometimes, this patriotic fervour 
manifested itself in other, more 
controversial, ways. In late August 1914, 
the so-called Order of the White Feather 

was established by Admiral Charles 
Fitzgerald. Aimed at shaming ‘shirkers’, 
its supporters would approach men 
spotted wearing civilian clothes and 
hand them a white feather – a symbol 
of cowardice. Many women, including 
suffragettes, joined in with the ritual, 
with the hope of shaming the men into 
joining the armed forces. However, as 
well as targeting those who refused to 
fight, feathers would also be mistakenly 
given to those on leave, those discharged 

due to injury, or those who had been 
rejected from joining up. Men who 
opposed the war on moral or religious 
grounds, such as conscientious objectors, 
were also viewed with suspicion.

Yet there were also some among 
the suffragettes who disagreed with 
the temporary hiatus that had been 
placed on the campaign for the vote. 
One of the most vocal in her dissent 
was Sylvia Pankhurst, whose group, the 
East London Federation of Suffragettes 
(which had split from the WSPU by 1914 
and was known as the Workers’ Suffrage 
Federation from March 1916) continued 
to call for women’s suffrage, as well as 
an immediate end to the war. Sylvia 
vehemently opposed conscription and 
was arrested in August 1917 for sedition 
after writing anti-war articles.

A GLIMMER OF SUCCESS
As the war rolled on, MPs began to realise 
that thousands of men would be unable 
to vote in the next general election – 
because they were still away fighting, 
had not been a resident at their usual 

home address for a year or more due to 
the conflict, or didn’t fulfil the required 
property qualifications. 

To extend the franchise, the 
Representation of the People Bill was 
passed by the House of Commons in June 
1917 by a large majority and became law 
in February 1918. As a result, all men over 
21 and women over 30 who paid property 
rates of £5 or more per annum could vote. 
Women were now also able to stand for 
election and sit in the House of Commons. 

The work put in by women to support 
the war effort had certainly helped get the 
bill passed, as had the great strides and 
sacrifices made by the suffrage movements. 
Their help in enlisting men into the armed 
forces and women into the workforce 
helped soften the views of their opponents 
and highlighted the huge positive impact 
that women could make on society. 

It would be another decade, however, 
before all women were given the right 
to vote on the same terms as men – the 
journey to universal suffrage was not  
over yet. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY WILLIAMS

“THEY HIGHLIGHTED THE HUGE 
POSITIVE IMPACT THAT WOMEN

COULD HAVE ON SOCIETY”

LEFT: A cartoon from 
Punch magazine, dated 
1916, highlights the 
efforts of female 
factory workers

RIGHT: An illustration 
shows a member of the 
Women’s Auxiliary 
Army Corps starting an 
officer’s car

A group of fundraisers, 
including noted suffragette 

Sophia Duleep Singh (fourth 
from left), collects donations 

for soldiers at the front

Male conscientious objectors found little sympathy 
from the wider public – including many suffragettes

Some women were first able to vote in the 1918 
general election, but many were still excluded

A female ticket 
inspector carries out 
her duties at London 
Bridge station, c1915

30,000 
The number of  

women who  

joined the  

Women’s Right  

to Serve March  

on 17 July 1915

8.4 
MILLION

The number of female 
voters added to the 

electorate thanks to the 
Representation of the 

People Bill in 1918

MORE 
THAN 
9,000 

The number of women 
who joined the Women’s 
Royal Air Force when it 
was formed in April 1918

9% 
The percentage of 
men under 45 in 
Britain who died 

fighting during the 
war – known as the 

‘lost generation’, their 
absence left many 

women without 
husbands and fiancés 

as well as fathers, 
brothers and more

50,000 
The number of 

women who were 
employed on the 
railways – pre-war 
numbers had been 

around 9,000

1M 
As many as  

one million women  
were working in 

munitions factories 
by the end of  

the war

23,000 
The number of women 
who passed through 
Women’s Land Army 

training centres (between 
March 1917–May 1919), to 

become full-time land girls
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8 THINGS YOU (PROBABLY) 
DIDN’T KNOW ABOUT 

THE SUFFRAGETTES
Dr Jacqui Turner reveals some lesser-known facts about 

the militant political movement that shook Britain

NOT ALL CAMPAIGNERS 
WERE WOMEN

The suffrage campaign – and particularly militancy – is almost 
always presented as a protest by women only. However, this is 
untrue, as many men were committed to the cause. The founder 

and leader of the Labour Party, Keir Hardie, regularly raised 
questions in the House of Commons, and his colleague 
George Lansbury went as far to resign his seat over the 
issue. Lansbury was also arrested after a suffrage rally in 
1913, having spoken in support of arson attacks.

Even more closely involved with the movement was 
Frederick Pethick-Lawrence. The WSPU did not admit 
male members, but Fred and his wife, Emmeline, became 
joint editors of the WSPU newspaper Votes for Women. 
Fred also represented the WSPU in legal matters, 
including trials, as women were not permitted to do so.

Fred was imprisoned on numerous occasions for 
his involvement with the movement. Like his wife and 
other suffragettes, he went on hunger strike and was 
forcibly fed by the prison staff.

In his autobiography, Fate Has Been Kind (1943), he 
would later recall the experience: “The head doctor, a 
most sensitive man, was visibly distressed by what he 
had to do. It certainly was an unpleasant and painful 
process and a sufficient number of warders had to be 
called in to prevent my moving while a rubber tube 
was pushed up my nostril and down into my throat 
and liquid was poured through it into my stomach. 

“Twice a day thereafter one of the doctors fed me 
in this way. I was not allowed to leave my cell in the 
hospital and for the most part I had to stay in bed.”

Many people assume that, as a 
direct result of women’s war work 
during World War I, they were given 
the vote on equal terms to men. 
However, this was not the case.

The Representation of the People 
Act of 1918 was primarily needed 
to resolve the issue of soldiers 
returning from service in World War I 
who were not entitled to the vote, as 
they did not meet existing property 
qualifications. The 1918 act abolished 
almost all property qualifications 
for men over the age of 21 and gave 
the vote to women over 30 – but 
only if she met one of the following 
criteria: as a householder/wife of a 
householder/occupier of a property 
with an annual rent of £5, a graduate 
of a British university, or similarly 
qualified but not a graduate.

Women could also vote as part 
of a university constituency if they 

Suffragettes march 
through London in 1912. 
The WSPU’s campaigns 
accelerated in the years 

directly before World War I

Emmeline and 
Frederick 
Pethick-Lawrence 
edited the 
newspaper Votes 
for Women

WOMEN DID 
NOT GET THE 

VOTE ON THE 
SAME TERMS AS 
MEN IN 1918

SUFFRAGETTES 
WERE ACCUSED OF 

BEING ‘UNLADYLIKE’ AND 
‘UNNATURAL’

P
assionate about the fight 
for women’s rights, in 
1903, Emmeline Pankhurst 
founded the WSPU – their 
motto ‘Deeds not Words’ 

signalling a new approach. Their 
militant tactics, such as heckling at 
political meetings, would earn them the 
nickname ‘suffragettes’, which they were 
only too happy to embrace.

In the years that followed, they took 
radical steps to force a change in the laws 
in Britain for women. But how much do 
we really know about the suffragettes? 
And why did some campaigners decide  
to boycott the 1911 census?

READ ALL ABOUT ITFollowing the outbreak of World 
War I, Emmeline and Christabel 

Pankhurst immediately suspended 
all campaigning activities. So 
fervent was their war support 

that the WSPU publication The 
Suffragette was given the patriotic new name Britannia.

1

were a university graduate. The 
age differential was to ensure that, 
following the loss of men in the war, 
women did not become the majority 
voters. After the act was passed, 
women made up 43 per cent of  
the electorate.

Women were not given the vote 
on the same terms as men until a 
decade after the act was passed: 
on 2 July 1928, when the Second 
Representation of the People  
(Equal Franchise) Act became law.

2

3

The bedrock of the anti-suffrage movement was an 
appeal to women’s femininity and the ‘natural order’. 
Suffragettes supposedly fell foul of the ‘norm’ and 
engaged in ‘unladylike’ and public activities. They 
were presented as women who had failed to reach the 
ultimate female goal in life of marriage and motherhood,  
depicted as bitter spinsters, and caricatured as 
masculine, plain and ‘unnatural’. Their presence also 
apparently ‘feminised’ men, too.

The suffragette represented a figure outside of the 
order of society; they supposedly lacked ‘womanliness’; 
were seen to be sexually repressed; and were even 
against ‘God’s order’.

“LIKE HIS WIFE, FRED WENT
ON HUNGER STRIKE

AND WAS FORCIBLY FED BY
THE PRISON STAFF”
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The question of how many 
suffragettes there were is 
impossible to answer. Many 
women drifted in and out of 
the various movements due 
to personal circumstances, as 
well as political disagreements. 
Many suffragists and women 
in the Labour movement often 
had other affiliations, including 
involvement with trade unions. 
Others held membership 
under pseudonyms to protect 
themselves and their families. 
Furthermore, the NUWSS and the 
WSPU were not the only suffrage 
organisations – there were many 
other national and local groups 
with varying longevity.

We can estimate the number 
of women who went to prison 
at somewhere more than 1,000, 
but many were imprisoned under 
public order offences and are not 

always easy to identify. Neither 
can we be certain how many 
went on hunger strike.

What we can be certain of is 
that votes for women had mass 
support. Marches attracted vast 
numbers of militant and non-
militant supporters, both male 
and female, from all walks 
of life. The Women’s Sunday 
Procession in June 1908 
attracted a crowd of around 
250,000, with protesters 
carrying 700 banners through 
London. There were certainly 
more suffragist members 
of the NUWSS than militant 
members of the WSPU. By 
the start of World War I, the 
NUWSS had over 50,000 
members, but estimates on 
numbers for the WSPU vary 
massively from between 
2,000 to 5,000.

NO ONE KNOWS HOW MANY 
SUFFRAGETTES THERE WERE4

Campaigners gather banners 
and sashes in preparation for 
the huge ‘Women’s Sunday’ 
procession on 21 June 1908

SUFFRAGETTES: THINGS YOU DIDN’T KNOW
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The WSPU quickly became better-
funded than the early Labour Party. 
In 1908, Labour Party subscriptions 
and donations were around £10,000, 
while by 1909 the WSPU had an annual 
income of £21,213 and growing.

However, this was of little comfort 
to the poorer individuals involved in 
the movement. In her autobiography, 
Memories of a Militant (1924), Annie 
Kenney (pictured) acknowledged:  
“I left the movement, financially,  

as I joined it – penniless. Though  
I had no money I had reaped a rich 
harvest of joy, laughter, romance, 
companionship, and experience that  
no money can buy.”

THERE WAS MORE FUNDING FOR 
THE SUFFRAGETTES THAN FOR 

THE LABOUR PARTY

Lady Nancy Astor was the 
first woman to take her seat in 
parliament. Her husband, Waldorf, 
was a sitting MP, and with his 
support she managed to win his 
own Plymouth Sutton seat at a by-
election in 1919.

Astor was not the first woman 
to stand for parliament or to be 
elected, however – this was Sinn 
Féin’s Constance Markievicz, who 
was elected at the general election 
of 1918 but did not take her seat 
in Westminster due to the party’s 
Irish republican politics. The 1918 
general election had seen a total 
of 17 female candidates, including 
Christabel Pankhurst, who stood for 
the Women’s Party in Smethwick. 
Despite the Conservatives agreeing 

not to field a candidate, Christabel 
narrowly lost to the Labour 
candidate by 775 votes.

In 1919, suffragettes were 
dismayed that the first sitting 
woman MP had played 
no role in the suffrage 
movement and had 
succeeded her husband. 
Not only that, she 
was also an upper-
class American. Astor 
soon won them round 
though, by making 
clear her commitment 
to women’s causes, 
supporting other female 
MPs, and by campaigning 
vigorously for the Equal 
Franchise in 1928. d

SUFFRAGETTES  
RAN FOR SEATS  

IN PARLIAMENT

London’s Royal Albert Hall was regularly hired 
by both suffrage and anti-suffrage groups, 
including the National League for Opposing 
Women’s Suffrage. There were also 
more than 20 suffragette meetings 
and rallies at the Royal Albert Hall 
between 1908 and 1918. The WSPU 
became the first group to be 
banned from the hall, because of 
costly disruption and damage.

SUFFRAGETTES USED  
THE ROYAL ALBERT 

HALL FOR RALLIES

DR JACQUI TURNER is an associate 
professor of modern British political 
history at the University of Reading

ABOVE: MP Constance Markievicz (left), with 
Kathleen Barry, whose brother had been executed 
for Irish republican activities. Markievicz’s politics 
meant she never took her seat in Westminster

LEFT: Lady Nancy Astor (centre) is declared MP for 
Plymouth Sutton in November 1919

CAMPAIGNERS 
REFUSED TO 

COMPLETE THE 1911 
CENSUS IN PROTEST

In addition to highly visible acts of 
civil disobedience, such as smashing 
windows and setting fire to postboxes, 
many women also carried out quieter 
forms of civil protest. 

Early in 1911, the Women’s Freedom 
League (founded in 1907 by former 
members of the WSPU) launched a 
campaign encouraging women not  
to complete the upcoming census,  
and in April that year a meeting 
to promote the cause was held in 
Trafalgar Square. 

The protesters followed the motto: 
“I don’t count so I won’t be counted.” 
Some spoiled their papers with 
slogans such as “No persons here, 
only women!”, gave their occupations 
as ‘suffragette’, and listed ‘not 
enfranchised’ in the column headed 
‘infirmity’. It has been estimated that 
around 4,000 women evaded the  
1911 census.

5

6

7

SUFFRAGETTES: THINGS YOU DIDN’T KNOW

8

Statesman David Lloyd George addresses a suffragette meeting at the Royal Albert Hall in 1912

EXPRESS DELIVERYIn February 1909, two women – 
Miss Solomon and Miss McClelland 
– posted themselves by express 

messenger (something permitted 
by the Post Office at this time) to 

Prime Minister Herbert Asquith at No 10 Downing Street. They were refused entry.

“SOME SPOILED THEIR
PAPERS WITH SLOGANS
SUCH AS ‘NO PERSONS
HERE, ONLY WOMEN!’”

LEFT: Annie Kenney was the only 
working-class woman to hold a 
senior position in the WSPU 

FAR LEFT: A 1908 article 
published in The Graphic, 
profiling some of the leading 
figures within the movement

Protesters from the Women’s Freedom 
League in c1910. The organisation led a 

boycott of the census the following year
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CHAMPIONS 
OF THE CAUSE
Eight other people who supported the 
campaign for women’s right to vote

 
LADY CONSTANCE 
LYTTON
THE ARISTOCRAT IN DISGUISE

As the daughter of the Viceroy of India, Lady 
Constance Lytton (1869–1923) was born into a life 
of immense privilege. But her involvement in the 
women’s suffrage movement saw her swap palaces 
for prison cells. 

Lytton was converted to the cause after meeting 
suffragettes while campaigning for prison reform. 
Soon she was speaking across the country and 
petitioning her influential political connections 
on behalf of the Pankhursts. In 1909, Lytton was 
imprisoned in Holloway but was swiftly released when 
officers learned of her illustrious family background. 
In order to avoid similar special treatment on later 
arrests, Lytton adopted the alias Jane Warton, 
disguising herself as an “ugly London seamstress” 
during activities that might land her in prison, such as 
pelting MPs’ cars with stones.

Lytton’s dedication to the cause ran so deep that 
she even attempted to carve the words ‘Votes for 
Women’ into her skin while in prison. However, after 
carving a letter ‘V’ over her heart, she was prevented 
from completing the job by prison doctors. In 1914, 
she published a book about her experiences of 
incarceration and force feeding, reflecting: “When the 
ghastly process was over, I tapped on the wall and 
called out... ‘No surrender’ and there came the answer 
past any doubt… ‘No surrender’.”

ANNIE KENNEY 
THE WORKING-CLASS HERO

Having experienced the struggles 
faced by working-class women in 
Edwardian Britain first-hand, Annie 
Kenney (1879–1953) saw the vote 
as a means of improving their lives. 
Hailing from Springhead, an area of 
Oldham, Kenney worked in a cotton 
mill from the age of 10. She and her 
sister Jessie became involved in the 
movement after witnessing a speech 
from Christabel Pankhurst.

Kenney was an important recruiter 
and co-founded the first London 
branch of the WSPU, becoming one 
of the only working-class women in 
the WSPU’s leadership. Arrested  
13 times in total, postcards of her 
were sold to adoring fans.

SOPHIA  
DULEEP SINGH
THE PUBLICITY-GRABBING 
PRINCESS 

Princess Sophia Duleep Singh 
(1876–1948) didn’t fit the standard 
profile for a street-fighting political 
activist. Descended from Sikh royalty 
that had once ruled in northwest 
India, Sophia was a goddaughter of 
Queen Victoria and a fixture of the 
royal court. She spent her earlier 
years as a well-known socialite, 
preoccupied with parties, fashion 
and scandal. 

But after a 1903 trip to India 
opened her eyes to racism and 
Indian nationalism, Sophia became 
increasingly politically minded. On 
her return to Britain, she turned her 

attention to women’s suffrage. 
Sophia’s fame put her in a unique 

position to generate publicity for 
the cause, with attention-grabbing 
antics such as refusing to pay taxes 
(since she couldn’t vote on how they 
were spent), spoiling census papers 
and selling suffragette newspapers 
outside Hampton Court Palace. She 
donated huge sums to the WSPU 
and was even embroiled in fights 
with police during the infamous 
‘Black Friday’ march of 1910.

EMILY WILDING DAVISON
THE ULTIMATE MARTYR

Today, Emily Wilding Davison (1872–1913) being 
trampled by the king’s horse at the Epsom Derby 
in 1913 is probably the most famous incident in the 
suffrage campaign. Yet although Davison’s death 
secured her legacy as a martyr for the cause, it is debated 
as to whether she intended the fatal consequences of her 
actions. While Davison had spoken of the movement 
needing the “sacrifice of human life”, some believe 
her death was accidental and she was simply 
trying to interrupt the race. 

Either way, by the time of her death, the 
40-year-old Londoner was an ardent 
supporter of votes for women, with 
years of activism under her belt. After 
joining the WSPU in 1906, Davison 
was arrested several times for 
activities including throwing 
stones, obstruction, 
smashing windows in the 
House of Commons and 
setting fire to a postbox. 
Five thousand women 
marched in her funeral 
procession.

EDITH RIGBY
THE ECCENTRIC 
DOCTOR’S WIFE

Even before she 
became a suffragette, 
Edith Rigby (1872–
1950) was a woman 
who confounded 
society’s expectations. 
Married to a doctor 
in Preston, the 
unconventional Rigby 
raised eyebrows with her 
sandals, Turkish cigarettes, 
heavy amber necklaces and 
“extraordinary dresses that looked 
as if they were made of blue sacking”. She 
ruffled the feathers of her middle-class neighbours 
by arguing that servants should be treated as equals 
and even deigning to scrub her own doorstep. Keen 
to help those less well off, in 1899 Rigby opened a 
night school for working women. 

Edith’s neighbours’ disapproval turned to disgust 
when she became involved with the WSPU. She 
was an influential recruiter and actively engaged in 
militant activities, planting a bomb in Liverpool Corn 
Exchange and setting fire to a bungalow belonging 
to former MP William Lever. Like other WSPU 

members, Rigby was force-fed in 
prison, and received a hunger strike 

medal for her efforts.

FLORA 
DRUMMOND 
THE COMMANDER OF  
THE TROOPS

Nicknamed ‘The General’, 
Flora Drummond (1878–
1949) was often seen 
marshalling marches 
wearing a military-style 

uniform atop a horse. 
A working-class Scottish 
firebrand whom Emmeline 
Pankhurst hailed as “a 
woman of very great public 
spirit”, she was renowned 
for her public speaking and 
no-nonsense approach to 
silencing hecklers. 

Drummond was inspired 
to join the women’s suffrage 
movement after witnessing 
the poor working conditions 
of women in Manchester. 
She became a full-time 
organiser in 1906, teaching 
WSPU members Morse 
code to communicate 
between prison cells, and 
was arrested a total of  
nine times. d
WORDS: ELLIE CAWTHORNE

LILIAN LENTON
THE DARING ESCAPEE

“Whenever I was out of prison my 
object was to burn two buildings a 
week,” Lilian Lenton (1891–1972) wrote 
of her time as a suffragette. “The 
object was to create an absolutely 
impossible condition of affairs… to 
prove it was impossible to govern 
without the consent of the governed.”

Known as the “tiny, wily, elusive 
Pimpernel”, Lenton – who gave 
up a career as a dancer to join the 
suffragettes – spent much of 1912–13 
leading the police on a wild goose 
chase. After being suspected of a 
Doncaster arson attack in 1913, she 
evaded the police disguised as an 
errand boy before jumping on  
a yacht and escaping to France. 

Lenton was also at the centre 
of a scandal over the treatment of 
suffragettes in prison, when it was 
made public that she had contracted 
pleurisy after being force-fed (due to 
food entering her lungs). The Home 
Secretary falsely denied Lenton’s 
ordeal, and serious embarrassment 
ensued when the truth was 
revealed. Despite her contributions, 
Lenton was too young to vote 
when the Representation of the 
People Act was passed in 1918. 

KEIR HARDIE
THE POLITICAL ALLY

To most politicians, the 
suffragettes were objects of 
derision and even hatred. But they 
did have one key ally on the inside 
– Keir Hardie (1856–1915). The 
founder of the Labour Party saw 
suffrage as the key to improving 
the lives of working women and 
was a frequent speaker at rallies. 
Hardie spoke out in the House 
of Commons against the brutal 
treatment of suffragettes 
in prison, and even helped 
smuggle WSPU members into 
political meetings in order to 
cause mayhem. 

Although this gained Hardie 
many political enemies, he 
saw the suffrage question as 
one that transcended party 
divisions, writing in 1905: “To 
those who are opposed on 
principle to women having the 
vote at all I have little to say. 
These I find it easier to pity 
than to reason with…”

OTHER SUFFRAGE CAMPAIGNERS

Davison was governess to a 

Liberal MP’s family before she 

joined the WSPU. She died in 

1913 from injuries sustained at 

the Epsom Derby (below)

The charred remnants of the 
Tea Pavilion at Kew – the result 
of one of Lenton’s arson attacks
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VICTORY AT LAST?
By the end of 1918, the suffragettes had partially succeeded in 

their aims – millions of women now had the vote, and could also 
stand as MPs. But there was still further progress to be made

A
fter the Representation  
of the People Act became 
law in February 1918, 
around 8.4 million women 
were granted the vote. 

This was roughly 43 per cent of all 
adult women in Britain, but still only 
applied to those over 30 who met certain 
property qualifications. 

However, despite its shortcomings, the 
other most radical change brought in by 
the act was that it allowed women stand 
for election to parliament – the first 
such occasion being the general election 
of December 1918. Overall, 17 women 
threw their hats into the ring, including 
Christabel Pankhurst, representing the 
newly formed Women’s Party. 

Yet, even after some spirited 
campaigning, the only woman to 

emerge victorious was Sinn Féin’s 
Constance Markievicz, who refused to 
take her seat due to her party’s calls for a 
united and independent Ireland. It wasn’t 
until the by-election for Plymouth Sutton 
the following year that the first female 
MP – Lady Nancy Astor – would take 
her place on the famous green benches, 
representing the Conservative Party.

Following Christabel Pankhurst’s 
failure to win her seat, the Women’s Party 

followed the same path as the WSPU 
(which had been dissolved in 1917) and 
was wound up in June 1919. Meanwhile, 
the NUWSS became the National Union 
of Societies for Equal Citizenship and 
campaigned to lower the voting age of 
women, as well as fight for equality in the 
workplace and within the law. 

Regarding employment rights, there 
was positive progress. Having proven 
they could take on roles traditionally 
deemed ‘men’s work’ during the war, the 
Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act came 

into force in December 1919 
– women could now join all 
the professions (such as law), 
except the church. 

Opportunities in education 
began to improve, too. Higher 
education institutions began 
allowing women to study for 
more degrees, and in 1920, 
the University of Oxford 
became the penultimate 
British university in existence 
at the time to allow women to 
graduate (Cambridge wouldn’t 
follow suit until 1948). In 1923, 
the Matrimonial Causes Act 
also allowed women to divorce 
their partners on the grounds 
of adultery alone – previously, 
they would also have to prove 
an aggravating factor of the 
adultery, such as rape or incest.

However, it wasn’t until 
1928 – with the introduction 
of the Equal Franchise Act – 
that all women over the age of 
21 were finally given the vote, 
with no caveats. Fortunately, 
this time around there 
was little opposition. The 
suffragettes, once declared 
criminals and fantasists, were 

now hailed as inspirational 
heroes, and a statue of 
Emmeline Pankhurst was 
unveiled near the Houses of 
Parliament in 1930. 

Further milestones were 
to follow. In 1969, the 
voting age for both men 
and women was lowered 
to 18, while the women’s 
liberation movements of 
the 1960s and 1970s would 
adopt similar rallying cries 
as the suffragettes while they 
campaigned on issues such as 
workplace discrimination and 
reproductive rights. 

Indeed, many of those 
fighting against sexism today 
proudly pay tribute to those 
who served a century before. 
From the purple, white and 
green colours adopted by the 
Women’s Equality Party, to 
the work of feminist charities 
such as the Fawcett Society, 
the heritage of the women’s 
suffrage movement still 
remains visible within the 
fabric of modern Britain. d
WORDS: EMMA SLATTERY 
WILLIAMS

“ONCE DECLARED
CRIMINALS AND

FANTASISTS, THEY
WERE NOW HAILED 

AS HEROES”

The post-World War I era marked new leaps forward in women’s education, 
with some institutions allowing women to gain degrees for the first time

Female bus conductors demand equal rights at work, 1968. Many women’s 
movements of today continue to build on the achievements of those in the past

Sometimes known as the Reform Act of 1918, the Representation of the People Act nearly trebled the size of the British electorate
Lady Nancy Astor discovers she has won the Plymouth Sutton by-election 
in 1919 – making suffrage history in the process

STILL SOME WAY TO GO
Despite women first securing the 

vote in 1918, there have only been two 
female British prime ministers to date, 
and until 1987, female MPs made up 

just 5 per cent of the House of 
Commons. The figure is now 34 per 

cent, but Britain still only ranks 
39th when it comes to female 

representation in national parliaments around  the globe.

GET HOOKED
If we’ve whetted your appetite for suffragette history, why not 

explore the topic further with our pick of books, films and podcasts

BOOKS

ONLINE AND AUDIO

WATCH

Rise Up, Women! The 
Remarkable Lives of the 

Suffragettes

By Diane Atkinson  
(Bloomsbury, 2018)

Published to coincide with the 
centenary of female suffrage 
in 2018, this definitive history 
charts women’s fight for the 

vote through the lives of 
those who took part – from 

actresses to millworkers, 
teachers to doctors, 

seamstresses to scientists – 
across the British Isles.

Suffragette (2015)

(Streaming on Amazon Prime, Google Play, 
YouTube and All 4) 

 
Inspired by the stories of real-life 

suffragettes, this feature film centres around 
the fictional character of Maud Watts, who is 

galvanised into radical political activism.

Suffragettes on Film

(BFI Player collection: player.bfi.org.uk/free/
collection/suffragettes-on-film)

Watch contemporary newsreels and silent 
films charting the bitter struggle for women’s 

suffrage – from footage of mass processions to 
the funeral of Emily Wilding Davison.

Death in Ten Minutes: 
The Forgotten Life of 
Radical Suffragette  

Kitty Marion

By Fern Riddell  
(Hodder & Stoughton, 2018)

Through never-before-seen 
letters and diaries, historian 

and broadcaster Fern Riddell 
tells the story of radical 

suffragette Kitty Marion, who 
carried out a nationwide 

campaign of bombings and 
arson attacks.

E The Lost World of the Suffragettes Journalist Jane Garvey explores archive interviews with 
women involved in the suffrage campaign. Listen at bbc.co.uk/sounds/play/w3cswqkp

Emmeline Pankhurst:  
A Biography

By June Purvis  
(Routledge, 2002)

In this full-length biography, 
June Purvis documents 
Emmeline Pankhurst’s 

life before and after the 
campaign for women’s 

suffrage – from her early 
political work, her active  
role within the suffrage 

movement, and her duties  
as a wife and mother. 

E For podcasts, features, quizzes, interviews and more 
on the suffragettes, visit the women’s history hub on  
our website: historyextra.com/topic/womens-history


