Book review:
‘Separate Spheres: The Opposition to Women’s Suffrage in Britain’ by Brian Harrison 

Separate Spheres: The Opposition to Women’s Suffrage in Britain (1978) by Brian Harrison is a key text in the history of British feminism and suffrage. While most academics have traditionally based their focus on the suffragettes and suffragists, Harrison’s book was one of the first to actually analyse their opponents; the anti-suffragists or “Antis.” The topics mentioned in this book are both historiographical and methodological. He argues that the history of women's suffrage cannot be understood without looking first at the intellectual, social and political coherence of those who resisted it. This review will evaluate Harrison’s main argument, the strengths and weaknesses, its relationship to broader historiography and how useful it is when it comes to understanding case studies of women’s suffrage and gender politics in Britain. 

Harrison’s core argument is that the opposition to women’s suffrage in Britain was not only reactionary or irrational, but it actually combined a coherent and in a historical context, a logical worldview which was grounded in the theory of separate spheres. The concept of “separate spheres” refers to the thought process that men and women occupy specific but complimentary areas. Men are typically in the public sphere of politics and work whereas women are in the private sphere of home and family. He argues that this ideology was not just a rhetorical device, but more a deeply embedded social and cultural framework that aided in the structured Victorian and Edwardian thought. The book is divided into two major analytical sections. Section one is the anti-suffrage mind. In this section, Harrison focuses on the intellectual foundations of anti-suffragism and uses political theory, medical discourse and social attitudes to demonstrate how the anti-suffragists caused arguments about social stability, biological difference, government and moral authority. The other section is about organised anti suffragism between 1908 and 1918. Here, he looks at the connection between institutional development of anti-suffrage organisations, their leadership which was typically elite and aristocratic, and their political strategies in response to militant suffragette tactics. Harrisons broader claim is that anti suffragism doesn’t just highlight the opposition, but also the nature of the suffrage movement itself. By analysing critics, he shows the assumptions supporting gender, citizenship and participation in politics in early twentieth century Britain. Harrison also extends his argument beyond 1918, suggesting that elements of the anti-suffrage ideology continued into the twentieth century even though it was not as prominent as it previously had been.

One of the biggest strengths in this book is the fact that it is so original. At the time of its publication, scholars were constantly favouring the suffrage movement itself and idolising people such as the Pankhursts and organisations like the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS). Harrison places the attention instead on the opposition and evens out the historiography. This approach mirrors later trends in social and cultural history that put emphasis on how important it is to study resistance, backlash and opposing movements rather than just focussing on the main events. By showing anti suffragists in a different light and making them look more like historically significant characters rather than just obstacles that ban easily be brushed over, Harrison enhances our understanding of the political elements of Edwardian Britain. The second strength is the different treatment of anti-suffragism. Harrison emphasises the “plausibility” of anti-suffragist arguments and rather than dismissing them as just being misogynistic, he puts them in a bubble explaining that they were simply following certain traditions. These could have been liberal concerns about constitutional stability, conservative fears regarding a social change, medical theories about sexual difference or imperial anxiety around governance and authority. This analysis demonstrates that anti-suffragism was not an imposing force but rather an internally diverse spectrum of political beliefs. This nuance prevents the simplification of them being seen as obstacles and shows a more sophisticated interpretation of academic conflict. Another strength is the integration of political and social history. Harrison effectively merges political narratives with social analysis. His investigation of organisations, parliamentary debates and political figures simultaneously focuses on gender norms, class dynamics and cultural attitudes. This analysation allows him to show how theories can become political action. His analysis of the organised anti suffrage movements between 1908 and 1918 strongly reveals how the elite networks and institutional structures shaped the movements influence. The final strength in this book is the reframing of the suffrage movement. A huge bonus of the book is the unintentional contribution that it has made to the historiography of the suffrage movement. By doing this, Harrison highlights the contingency of suffrage victories, the disputed nature of feminist claims and the importance of opposition in the way political outcomes are shaped. Because of this, the book functions as not only a study of anti-suffragists but also as a reinterpretation of the suffrage movement itself. 

[bookmark: _Int_twSrE3Sz]Despite these strengths, there are also weaknesses to the writing. A key negative being the risk of over sympathising with anti-suffragists. When I first picked this book up, I assumed it would be focussed purely on the side of anti-suffragism. Harrison's effort to take the anti-suffrage arguments seriously can arguably verge on being overly sympathetic. By emphasising their integrity and their plausibility, he risks underplaying the patriarchal views and structural inequalities that are embedded in their beliefs. While it is important to avoid conceited views, the book sometimes lacks critical distance. For example, arguments based on biology or the exclusion of women from citizenship could be shown as mechanisms of power rather than simply intellectual views because it diminishes the ill intent behind many anti suffrage movements. Another weakness in this book is Harrisons limited engagement with gender theory. This book was published in 1978 which means it predates a lot of the development of the theories in gender history. This means that Harrison has not really engaged with later concepts like gender being a social construct, intersectionality, discourse and power. His concept of “separate spheres” is treated as an ideology rather than being critically dismantled.  Harrisons emphasis on organised anti suffragism is also a weakness because it inevitably led to a focus on elite actors including aristocratic women and political leaders. While this does show the placing of anti-suffrage organisations, it limits engagement with working class people, regional variations and everyday experiences of gender ideology. The approach made has ended up leaving certain areas of social dimensions underexplored. Harrison finally claims that anti suffrage attitudes continued into the late twentieth century, but this theory can't necessarily be seen as accurate due to the fact that his research only extends to 1978. 

Separate spheres: the opposition to women’s suffrage in Britain is an immensely important study that transformed the historiography of women's suffrage by placing the attention on their opponents. Brian Harrison demonstrates that anti-suffragism was a logical and historically credible outlook if you look at it from the perspective of separate spheres. This shows that understanding his viewpoint of the oppositions side is essential to being able to understand the suffrage movement itself. The books strengths lie in its originality, nuanced analysis and his integration of political and social history however it is limited by the occasional over sympathetic views towards anti suffragists, the lack of engagement with later gender theory and his elitist focus. Despite these limitations, Harrison's work is still very important in today’s academic society. It helps us understand the debates within the suffrage movement, while also being a reminder that historical findings are always debated. this book is a critical foundation for looking into the complexities of gender, politics, and social change in modern Britain. 
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