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[bookmark: _Hlk218459457][bookmark: _Hlk218459726]A review of Alexandra Hughes-Johnson and Lyndsey Jenkins (eds.), Politics of Women’s Suffrage: Local, National, and International Dimensions (University of London Press, 2021).  Part II, Chapter 6. English girls' schools and women's suffrage by Helen Sunderland from the University of Cambridge, pages 163-190.
The main argument explored in the chapter is “that schoolgirls, teachers and a growing alumnae community of ‘old girls’ engaged with the discourses and divisions of the women’s suffrage movement in their everyday lives at school.”[footnoteRef:1] There is also further exploration into the effects of age and class throughout. This “therefore offers a new perspective on the suffrage activism of teachers and alumnae, highlights schoolgirls’ active participation in the debate and argues that their shared experience of women’s suffrage is key to understanding the girls’ school as an intergenerational political community.”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Sunderland, H. (2021) ‘English girls' schools and women's suffrage’, in Hughes-Johnson, A. and Jenkins, L. (eds.) Politics of Women’s Suffrage: Local, National, and International Dimensions. University of London Press, p. 163.]  [2:  Ibid., 167] 


The main argument and aim of the chapter is to explore girls’ and women’s educational roles in the British women’s suffrage movement from a new perspective. 
The chapter is divided thematically, with five sections- an introduction, three main body sections, and a conclusion. The introduction of the chapter includes political expression, age, literature and the overall chapter structure. The three main sections are that the first shows more subtle strategies used by teachers to support the movement with a lower risk to their reputations. The second shows how teachers encouraged the movement more overtly, and the last shows how the girls themselves became involved. 
Geographically, there is a focus on key urban areas in England with large girls’ schools. Some other areas around the United Kingdom and Ireland are mentioned periodically.
A range of primary sources were used for the research of the chapter, such as school magazines. 
The time period focused on is largely the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, mainly as this is when the movement started and then ‘ended’ in 1918 when some women were given the vote.

The chapter is written by Helen Sunderland, a British twenty-first century historian. She completed her doctoral research the same year the edited collection was published.[footnoteRef:3] This is obviously around 100 years after the time period she is exploring, meaning that what information is available to research and rely on depends on what was documented at the time.  [3:  University of Oxford (2025) Faculty of History. Available at: Dr Helen Sunderland | Faculty of History (Accessed: 04 January 2026).] 

The author does focus their work on the links between politics and childhood education,[footnoteRef:4] meaning that this chapter is within their area of expertise and therefore likely to be well researched by the author.  [4:  Ibid.] 

Using such a varied range of sources benefits the chapter as it “enables an exploration of how age and class influenced schoolgirls’ engagement with the suffrage question.”[footnoteRef:5] The range of sources allows for a fuller picture to be identified and therefore give a more accurate argument of the discussed history. The author shows the depth and breadth of their research on the chosen topic through this wide selection of primary sources such as old magazines,[footnoteRef:6] membership lists,[footnoteRef:7] and poems.[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Sunderland, H. (2021) ‘English girls' schools and women's suffrage’, in Hughes-Johnson, A. and Jenkins, L. (eds.) Politics of Women’s Suffrage: Local, National, and International Dimensions. University of London Press, p. 166]  [6:  Ibid., 173]  [7:  Ibid., 176]  [8:  Ibid., 186] 

Including examples of specific suffragist actions[footnoteRef:9] creates a more realistic sense of the women’s stories and motivations towards the overall movement. Including their names furthers this and also gives them a place in history that is available to the public and not forgotten in time or hidden away in an archive. This emphasises the importance of lesser-known individuals and their contributions to famous historical events, something which is not often included at a more basic level of exploration.[footnoteRef:10] By making the text more realistic it is often therefore more relatable and engaging to the reader, meaning they are more likely to become invested in the text and continue reading. This not only benefits the reader but also the author and any others whose work is mentioned within the text as it exposes the reader to further works and areas of study. These examples also highlight the links that enthusiastic suffragists had with schools and educational environments. This is especially seen when Sophie Bryant and Eleanor Hill’s political activities were shared in the school magazine,[footnoteRef:11] which can be assumed to be done so in support of their actions and also educate the pupils on the world around them and the current political climate. In being so transparent about the actions, this would likely have increased the trust and respect that the pupils had towards the women and therefore may have increased the likelihood of the pupils also supporting the movement. This supports the author’s aim of showing a new perspective as often in pop culture, the suffrage movement often shows the women already involved, but not how they began to support it. [9:  Ibid., 168]  [10:  (1911) A Brief Review of the Women’s Suffrage Movement Since its Beginning in 1832. London: Vacher & Sons, Ltd. Available at: Brief Review Of The Womens Suffrage Movement : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive (Accessed: 04 January 2026).]  [11:  Sunderland, H. (2021) ‘English girls' schools and women's suffrage’, in Hughes-Johnson, A. and Jenkins, L. (eds.) Politics of Women’s Suffrage: Local, National, and International Dimensions. University of London Press, p. 170] 

Highlighting the spaces that old girls held shows how there were multiple benefits from these for both the suffrage movement, but also in other areas of their lives as well.[footnoteRef:12] This shows that their lives had more aspects to them than just the movement, making it more realistic and relatable to the reader. These spaces benefited the movement as it led to suffragists networking and sharing ideas throughout these spaces. This supports the authors idea of the chapter offering a new perspective as a lot of work on the movement focuses on fully adult women dedicating every waking hour to the movement.  [12:  Ibid., 168] 

The exploration of the impact of and on girls’ and women’s ages throughout the British women’s suffrage movement is seen throughout the chapter, showing that the author has given it some detailed thought. It is seen in the section about more covert feminism from teachers, where the author lays out that female university students were exposed to more political scenes at that age and location, than they had been whilst in lower education.[footnoteRef:13] This suggests the author’s support of the view that with age comes more opportunities. This could also link to ideas of innocence at a younger age, especially when militant suffrage came into play. However, the author also suggests that the younger girls were more impressionable, and therefore more valuable to adults who had stronger political views. This is once seen is the same section when discussing how women against the movement were often older,[footnoteRef:14] suggesting those who were younger were influenced by adults in support of the movement. This is also seen in the last section about girls’ involvement when exploring school plays and the role of police violence against women in the movement,[footnoteRef:15] but contradicts the last point by suggesting that exposing the girls to such material could mean they were less impressionable and innocent as it wouldn’t traumatise them. [13:  Ibid., 171]  [14:  Ibid., 176]  [15:  Ibid., 184] 

The exploration of the impact of girls’ and women’s social classes throughout the British women’s suffrage movement is seen throughout the chapter, showing again that the author has given it some detailed thought. It is seen in the section about covert teachers when discussing the limits that societal expectations put on the movement. This was seen to mostly impact the middle-class as more overt feminism could damage reputations.[footnoteRef:16] This shows the author has fully considered all sides and impacts of the argument as it shows the negatives to being middle-class, which is often seen to be one of the most privileged. The author showing this consideration is furthered by discussing how a working-class school made the movement accessible to its pupils through performance, rather than through written work.[footnoteRef:17] This is likely due to a lower literacy rate amongst the pupils but at least does show them to be worthy of the cause. However, the other view of this is also discussed as some suffragists believed that “women should not be classed with paupers and lunatics.”[footnoteRef:18]  [16:  Ibid., 176]  [17:  Ibid., 183]  [18:  Ibid., 180] 


The author critiques the view that “women teachers’ political activity [extends] beyond the classroom”[footnoteRef:19] as she believes it to overlook political ideas circulating within schools. [19:  Ibid., 164] 

The author supports the research into “contemporary fears about suffragist teachers corrupting supposedly impressionable schoolgirls” as she believes it to show the depth of “the suffrage debate in everyday spaces”.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Ibid., 164] 

The author recognises that some research has been done into the mixed participation, but also recognises that there is further to be done.[footnoteRef:21] This again suggests the author’s desire for gaining a fuller picture.  [21:  Ibid., 164] 

The author highlights observations on how a suffragette’s age can be used against them to “delegitimize suffragist commitment.”[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Ibid., 165] 

The author supports the research done to show how scholarly contributions enhance literary cultures.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ibid., 166] 


One criticism of the chapter is the focus on middle-class girls and the assumption that their views were shared by the majority. The Notting Hill High School meeting in November 1910[footnoteRef:24] shows this as it is mentioned that no one can be found to argue against the movement. It can be argued that many working-class women were against the movement so using a school with middle-class pupils may have limited the ability to fully consider both sides of the argument.[footnoteRef:25]  [24:  Ibid., 169]  [25:  Bush, J. Women Against the Vote: Female Anti-Suffragism in Britain (Oxford, 2007; online edn, Oxford Academic, 1 Jan. 2008). Available at: https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199248773.001.0001 (Accessed: 04 January 2026).] 

A second criticism of the main argument and aim is the question of to what extent is it a new perspective that the author is exploring. As many other secondary sources are referenced throughout, this could suggest that it isn’t a completely new area of research. 
One view that the chapter fails to cover is that of any teachers who were fully anti-movement. Despite many other views being included, this one stands out as a perhaps an obvious one to miss out, especially in contrast against the teachers who were in public support of the movement. However, the author is somewhat close by discussing those who showed a limited support, whether it being their actual view or restrained by aforementioned societal consequences.
An issue with complete clarity can be seen in the chapter due to the use, or lack of, language. The introductory paragraph at the start of the overt teaching section discusses similar actions to the covert section, such as “subtle strategies” and “debating societies.”[footnoteRef:26] This means that at first the reader is given the impression that the two sections aren’t as contrasting as they were said to be in the main introduction. [26:  Sunderland, H. (2021) ‘English girls' schools and women's suffrage’, in Hughes-Johnson, A. and Jenkins, L. (eds.) Politics of Women’s Suffrage: Local, National, and International Dimensions. University of London Press, p. 179] 


Overall, the chapter explores the impact of girls’ education towards the British women’s suffrage movement in great detail, highlighting a multitude of areas within the topic in order to paint the fullest picture possible. Overall, the main argument explored is highly convincing due to this variety. Those who many benefit from reading it could include but isn’t limited to; historians looking at similar topics, politicians looking at the impact of the movement, and anyone generally interested in women’s rights and/or political and education history. 
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