Government response to the Hunger Striking Suffragettes
Introduction 
Hunger striking in the early 20th century was a continuation of militant protest tactics employed during the suffrage movement for women to carry on their campaign for the vote from behind bars after being arrested and imprisoned for other militant activities related to the suffrage movement (Baker, 2024). Lilian Lenton, a Leicester born suffragette, was among the women imprisoned for her militant actions during suffrage. Lenton is a particularly interesting suffragette case study because of her commitment to militant tactics throughout suffrage which often landed her in prison and her ability to evade and escape capture that prompted the public to wager on her chance of escaping authorities each time she was arrested (Phillips, 2019). When Lenton was arrested she believed that women should not be imprisoned for breaking man-made laws (Baker, 2024). Lenton stated that it is ‘impossible to govern without consent of the governed’ (Phillips, 2019) therefore hunger-striking was a way of protesting her own imprisonment (Baker, 2024) by using her body as a ‘political actor’ (Machin, 2016, p159). 
Militancy was used as a part of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) suffrage campaign (Purvis, 2002), which Lenton was a member of, to attract public attention to their cause. Therefore, militant actions such as arson or window smashing were ‘spectator events’ (Riddell and Cowman, 2018) so the public could see what was happening. It was these destructive crimes which often landed suffragettes such as Lenton in prison which stunted the continuation of individuals campaigning. Hunger striking offered a way to continue their protest within prison. Hunger striking differed from other militant techniques because it was not a public spectacle, it was instead a private self-harming campaign (Mackereth, 2020) ‘by the body and on the body’ (Machin, 2016, p.159) which only became public when individuals recounted their time in prison. However, for Lenton, recalling her hunger striking experience is very traumatic, she says ‘I don’t like talking about these things… I’ve never told people’ (Baker, 2024). 
There was a three-fold government response to hunger-striking suffragettes which showcased how hegemonic masculinity in the British legal system aimed to use biopolitics to silence and control the bodies and freedoms of women to prevent them having a say in British politics (Kilgannon, 2012). Initially the government responded to hunger-strikes by permitting the early release of prisoners who fell ill through refusing food in prison (Kilgannon, 2012). Within months, early release became swiftly replaced by phase two: force-feeding prisoners refusing food. However, this barbaric process only increased support for the suffrage movement because the public empathised with the treatment of imprisoned suffragettes (Baker, 2024). As a result, phase three: the Prisoners (Temporary Discharge for Ill-heath) Act 1913, more commonly referred to as the Cat and Mouse Act (C&M Act), was passed as an ‘emergency measure’ (Kilgannon, 2012, p. iv). The C&M Act permitted the temporary release and rearrest of suffragettes refusing food (Prisoners (Temporary Discharge for Ill-health) Act 1913). Each government measure aimed to have a paternalistic approach to suppressing the suffrage movement by limiting the freedom and autonomy of women (reference).
Militant suffragette movement 
The Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) was founded in 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst to campaign for women’s right to vote (Purvis, 2002). At first the WSPU engaged in peaceful protests however, they quickly turned militant after the suffragettes realised peaceful campaigning was getting them nowhere (Kligman, 2012). Militant tactics used by the suffragettes have been described as a form of ‘domestic terrorism’ (Riddell and Cowman, 2018) however Lenton claimed ‘the object was to create an absolutely impossible condition of affairs in the country, to prove it was impossible to govern without consent of the governed’ (Phillips, 2019). She believed the government ‘has no right to imprison women for breaking man-made laws’ (Baker, 2024). As a result, the militancy of the suffragette movement could be justified because the women enacting militant tactics had no influence over the rules. Therefore, there was no female consent of governance so how could societal regulations apply to a group of people who could not impact the legislation which is supposed to govern them? This philosophy led to Lenton becoming imprisoned for militant tactics such as the window smashing campaign of 1912 (Phillips, 2019) and arson attacks throughout the country (Baker, 2024). 
Since there was no official female consent of societal regulations, it could be argued that suffragettes such as Lenton felt their imprisonment for militant tactics was wrongful and therefore sought to protest it whilst in prison by hunger striking (Phillips, 2019). The first suffragette hunger striker was Manion Wallace Dunlop in July 1909, she was released after just 3 days from her 1-month sentence (Vessey, 2021) after officials feared that she would die in prison and would become a martyr for the suffrage campaign (Kilgannon, 2012). Dunlop marked the start of the hunger striking campaign which would go on until 1914 (Machin, 2016). Early release of hunger striking prisoners was the first phase of the government response to hunger striking suffragettes. However, this set a bad image for government control over the suffrage campaign because those employing militant tactics knew that hunger striking if they were arrested would cause their prison sentence to decrease so became a tactic to ensure early release (Phillips, 2019). Even Lenton herself stated that ‘obviously [early release] was silly when the offences became more serious’ (BBC Archive, 1960). 
Force-feeding 
After quickly realising early release of political prisoners was an unsustainable response to hunger striking, the government pivoted to the second phase of their response which was force-feeding women opting to hunger strike. Mary Leigh was the first suffragette to be force fed in September 1909 (Vessey, 2021) at Winson Green Prison (Kilgannon, 2012). Force feeding was a barbaric and ‘dangerous procedure on defenceless women’ (Miller, 2016, p.36) whereby a tub would be inserted through the woman’s nose or mouth and into her stomach through which food could be sent however suffragettes were not passive in the force-feeding process. Whilst being force fed at Holloway Prison, Lenton perpetual coughed to prevent the food from the tube entering her stomach, this caused the food to instead enter her lungs making her seriously ill and securing Lenton an early release (Baker, 2024). After leaving prison, Lenton sent her parents a post card informing them that she was ‘Out. Double pneumonia and pleurisy, but quite alright’ (Baker, 2024). 
The deterioration of Lenton’s physical condition from when she entered prison compared to when she exited prison whilst under the care of the state shows that force-feeding as a government response to hunger striking was a form of biopolitics which aimed to control the health and bodies of women ‘by the administration of bodies and the calculated management of life’ (Foucault 2008 quoted in Peters and Besley, 2022, p.111). Foucault presents biopolitics as a strategy which replaced the old sovereign power of death for treason (Peters and Besley, 2022). Although suffrage was not treasonous, it was a militant rebellion against political norms so posed a threat to the patriarchy which British politics was built on. Therefore, imposing force-feeding measures as a form of violence against women through targeted ‘state-sanctioned violence’ (Mitchell, 2023) granted the government bodily control over ‘political dissidents’ (Mitchell, 2023) to quell women’s campaign for the vote which threated the continuity of male domination over British politics.
From a governmental perspective, force-feeding was not the success they thought it would be in terms of reducing public support for suffrage or deterring hunger strikers. For example, the Home Secretary denied Lenton had been force-fed after she left Holloway Prison and recounted her experiences to other suffragettes (Baker, 2024), even though the Home Office had documents which proved Lenton was forcibly fed (The National Archives, 1913a). This was possibly because public knowledge of the violence associated with force feeding was leading to increased support for the suffrage movement because the public empathised with suffragettes’ brutal treatment whilst imprisoned (Kligman, 2012). Newspapers such at the Mail described force-feeding as a ‘new brutality on the part of Government’ (Vessey, 2021, p.78) and printed prisoner testimonies which directed public opinion over force-feeding. It became seen as an ‘extreme and barbaric violation’ (Machin, 2016, p.167) of women’s bodies. 
The government could not have their response to hunger striking be what caused more stamina for the campaign they were so against. Therefore, it was easiest to deny force feeding ever took place even though the home office had records that Lenton had food administered ‘artificially’ (The National Archives, 1913b). The denial of government accountability perhaps could be interpreted as government attempting to downplay the severity of their response to hunger strikes. This is because of the ethical backlash they may have received by publicly acknowledging the violent tactics employed to deal with hunger strikers and avoid galvanising further public support for women’s suffrage. 
Furthermore, for Lenton specifically, force-feeding caused her physical condition to worsen form the starvation caused by hunger striking to ‘Double pneumonia and pleurisy’ (Baker, 2024) caused by force-feeding. The continued worsening of Lentons physical health after force-feeding aided to her original intention of making herself ill to protest her imprisonment and secure an early release from prison (Phillips, 2019). Therefore, force-feeding did not exert the intended biopolitical control over Lenton’s body which was to improve the condition of her physical health to force her to serve the entire sentence. Instead, it drew out the inevitability of her release on the grounds that ‘her life would have been in immediate danger if forcible feeding has been continued or if she had been allowed to remain longer without food’ (The National Archives, 1913b).  
The Cat and Mouse Act 1913
Wanting to escape the moral and physical consequences of force-feeding (Mitchell, 2023), in 1913, the third phase of government response turned to legislation. The C&M Act was a controversial bill which had varying levels of support from MPs (Kilgannon, 2012). MP responses in parliament to the proposed bill varied from suggesting amendments be made to the bill to demanding that Reginald McKenna to step down as Home Secretary for proposing the bill to begin with (Kilgannon, 2012). However, hunger striking and force-feeding were putting pressure on gendered power relations in Britain, so bill was rushed through parliament within a month. 
Like force-feeding, the C&M Act was another way of controlling the bodies of suffragettes (Mitchell, 2023) with the aim of getting them to retreat into the bounds of acceptable female behaviour within a hegemonic masculine society. However, the biopolitics of this third phase of government response are clearer because there is legislation to prove that the government was controlling when women could live and recover (Mitchell, 2023). Lenton refers to the biopolitical control associated with the C&M Act, explaining that a suffragette on temporary release would be rearrested ‘when she was supposed to be sufficiently recovered’ (BBC Archive, 1960), as though restoration of health and wellbeing is something that can be predetermined by an expiration date on a prisoner’s temporary release.  
The C&M Act was an ‘ineffective tool of Parliament to control suffragettes’ (Kilgannon, 2012, p.iv). Firstly, when suffragettes were on temporary release from prison, this provided them the perfect opportunity to escape and avoid being rearrested for the remainder of their prison sentence. Lilian Lenon claimed that her ‘speciality was escapes’ (BBC Archive, 1960) and she would play ‘tricks’ (BBC Archive, 1960) on the detectives left to surround the houses she was taken to whilst on temporary release from prison. By the time she was released from Armley jail for the second time under the C&M Act, her escapes had become so infamous that there was wagering on her likelihood of escape (BBC Archive, 1960). 
The C&M Act was also limited in that it was a short-term response to the immediate issue of hunger striking rather than a long-term solution to supress suffrage (Mitchell, 2023). McKenna’s slightly hyperbolic synopsis of hunger striking, stating that ‘those prisoners have declared war on society’ (Kilgannon, 2012, p.3) showed the level of threat suffragettes were imposing on hegemonic masculinity in government resulting in the need for emergency legislation to supress suffrage under the guise of safeguarding the health of protestors. As a result, although the bill was framed by government to be a ‘humanitarian response’ (Mitchell, 2023) to hunger striking, it did little to prevent the continuation the deteriorating health of hunger striking suffragettes. 
WPSU leader Emmeline Pankhurst is a prime example of a victim of the ‘humanitarian’ (Mitchell, 2023) C&M Act. During 1913 Pankhurst was serving a prison sentence and due to her hunger strikes she was continually in and out of prison in throughout 1913 under the C&M Act whilst completing her full sentence. The number of arrests and rearrests Pankhurst endured caused a fear that she would die if the cycle continued due to the ‘continual wreckage to her body’ (Purvis, 2002, p.224). Therefore, the intention of paternalism which was enacted by the C&M Act cannot be misconstrued for government being concerned for the health and wellness of suffragettes. Instead, it was another way to discipline and punish women for ‘transgressions against patriarchal authority’ (Mitchell, 2023). 
Conclusion 
Hunger striking transformed the bodies of suffragettes into political battle grounds as suffragettes sought to use their bodies as vehicles of political protest (Mackereth, 2020) to undermine hegemonic masculinity within early 20th century British society. This militant strategy was challenged by the governments biopolitical response to deal with hunger striking in prisons (Kilgannon, 2012), exerting extra stress on women’s bodies whilst in prison through force-feeding and temporary release and rearrest under the C&M Act. This created two opposing political forces which were simultaneously acting on the bodies of women leading to suffragettes becoming seriously ill. For example, the initial deterioration of Lilian Lenton’s physical health was caused by self-inflicted illness due to hunger striking (Baker, 2024). However, the rapid decline in her condition was a result of government exerting biopolitical control over her body by state sanctioned force-feeding leading to pneumonia and pleurisy (Baker, 2024).  
Reactive state sanctioned violence and biopolitical regulation of women’s bodies could be viewed as an overly volatile reaction from the government against hunger strikers. However, this perhaps over inflated government response could be interpreted as the acknowledgement of the high level of threat that the militant suffrage posed to gendered power relations in the early 20th century which served to promote male dominance over women. Therefore, the government lowered their professional standard (Miller, 2016) in an attempt to maintain hegemonic masculinity by defeating political opposition suffragettes created. As a result, from a governmental perspective the use of ‘legal and medical frameworks to exert control over political dissidents’ (Mitchell, 2023) was necessary to prevent women gaining the political recognition they were campaigning for. 
Overall, the productivity of suffragettes using militant methods in their campaign, has been questioned (Kligman, 2012). Having been referred to as ‘domestic terrorism’ (Riddell and Cowman, 2018), this is perhaps not the legacy the suffragettes hoped to leave. Emmeline Pankhurst suspended the WSPU’s use of militancy during World War 1 to focus on the war effort. Riddell and Cowman (2018) suggest that in the wake of WW1, to prevent the resurgence of militant suffragette tactics whilst the trying to put the state back together, Franchise was granted to keep the country in a calmer state. Therefore, had militant pressure from the suffragettes not been applied to government in the form of ‘destroying property, staging demonstration, and creating riots’ (Kligman, 2012), as well as hunger striking, then Franchise may not have been granted. Furthermore, in the granting of Franchise this also shows the ultimate ineffectiveness of government response in quelling the suffrage campaign. 


Reference list 
Baker, L. (2024) ‘In History: Suffragettes speak about direct action and their brutal treatment’, BBC, 8 March. Available at: In History: Suffragettes speak about direct action and their brutal treatment - BBC Culture (Accessed: 5 November 2024). 
BBC Archive (1960) 1960: Lilian Lenton. Available at: BBC Archive 1960: Lilian Lenton Suffragettes - BBC (Accessed: 6 November 2024). 
Kilgannon, A. (2012) The Cat and Mouse Act: Deconstructing Hegemonic Masculinity in Edwardian Britain. Master of Arts (History). Simon Fraser University. Available at: etd7435_AKilgannon.pdf (Accessed: 5 November 2024). 
Kligman, M. (1996) The Effect of Militancy in the British Suffragette Movement. Available at: johndclare.net/women2_Kligman.htm (Accessed: 15 November 2024).
Machin, A. (2016) ‘Hunger Power: The embodied protest of the political hunger strike’, A Journal for and about Social Movements, 8(1), pp. 157-180. Available at: When is a nation truly a nation (Accessed: 15 November 2024). 
Mackereth, K. A. (2020) Bodies at their Limits: Rethinking Political Violence Through Women’s Hunger Strikes. Doctor of Philosophy in Multi-Disciplinary Gender Studies. University of Cambridge. Available at: Microsoft Word - page 4.docx (Accessed: 15 November 2024).
Miller, I. (2016) A History of Force Feeding: Hunger Strikes, Prisons and Medical Ethics 1909-1974. Switzerland: Springer Nature. 
Mitchell, R. (2023) 1913 Cat and Mouse Act. Available at: 1913 Cat and Mouse Act - Hundred Heroines (Accessed: 5 November 2024). 
Peters, M. A. and Besley, T. (2022) ‘Biopolitics, conspiracy and the immuno-state: an evolving global politico-genetic complex’, Educational, Philosophy and Theory, 54(2), pp. 111-120. Available at: Biopolitics, conspiracy and the immuno-state: an evolving global politico-genetic complex (Accessed: 5 November 2024). 
Phillips, B. (2019) Leicester: Lilian Lenton, Fire Starting Suffragette. Available at: Lilian Lenton, Fire Starting Suffragette – Journey to Justice (Accessed: 5 November 2024). 
Prisoners (Temporary Discharge for Ill-health) Act 1913. c. 4. Available at: 1913 Cat and Mouse Act - UK Parliament (Accessed: 5 November 2024). 
Purvis, J. (2002) Emmeline Pankhurst: A Biography. London: Routledge. 
Riddell, F. and Cowman, K. (2018) Suffrage 100: Did militancy help or hinder the fight for the franchise? Available at: Suffrage 100: Did militancy help or hinder the fight for the franchise? | The National Archives (Accessed: 12 November 2024). 
The National Archives (1913a) ‘Prison report on Lilian Lenton, 20 February, 1913 (HO 144/1255/234788)’, 20 February. Available at: Daily report on Lilian Lenton - The National Archives (Accessed: 6 November 2024). 
The National Archives (1913b) ‘Letter from the Home Office to the Justices at Richmond, Surrey, 25 February 1913 (HO 144/1255/234788)’, 25 February. Available at: Lilian Lenton's condition - The National Archives (Accessed: 15 November 2024).
Vessey, D. (2021) ‘Words as well as Deeds: The Popular Press and Suffragette Hunger Strikes in Edwardian Britain’, Twentieth Century British History, 32(1), pp. 68-92. Available at: Words as well as Deeds: The Popular Press and Suffragette Hunger Strikes in Edwardian Britain | Modern British History | Oxford Academic (Accessed: 15 November 2024). 

Bibliography 
Krook, M. L. (2017) ‘Violence Against Women in Politics’, Journal of Democracy, 28(1), pp. 74-88. Available at: VIOLENCE AGAINST WOMEN IN POLITICS - ProQuest (Accessed: 15 November 2024). 
Miller, R. A. (2016) ‘Biopolitics’, in Disch, L. and Hawkesworth, M. (eds) Feminist Theory. New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 61-78. 
