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Did the First World War help or hinder the women’s suffrage movement?

[bookmark: _Int_bSZqmGSe][bookmark: _Int_ev8yyj4c]The First World War helped the women’s suffrage movement, rather than hinder it, for a range of reasons including creating a new job market for women. There were ways it did hinder the movement, such as redirecting the focus of some suffrage groups. However, these are overpowered by the aforementioned reasons. To argue that the war hindered the movement would mean to be working on the understanding of the definition that to hinder the movement meant to delay it, not just to take it backwards. Whilst war did not necessarily push the movement backwards, it can be argued that the war delayed the progression of the movement. To argue that the war helped the movement is to be working on the understanding that it pushed it forward in any way.

One way the war helped the movement was by the gap created for women needed in the workforce to help the war effort. As the men were required on the front, jobs opened in traditionally male areas such as munitions factories, which were key in winning the war. By having women have these jobs, their independence was increased and so did responsibilities outside of the domestic world. This could have two benefits. One being the women saw greater importance in themselves and therefore wanted the vote for themselves. Another being that men who were previously against the movement then supported it as they finally realised that women were indeed equal to them and therefore also worthy of the vote. However, this could still not help the movement as some may have seen this shift as temporary and only relevant to the war effort and expect women to back to their previous submissive and domestic roles once the war had ended, meaning they still saw no point in supporting the movement. Further to this, many working class women already had maintained jobs for decades out of financial necessity. It must also be acknowledged that many of the women taking on these new roles were under 30 years of age, meaning that the 1918 act did not recognise them. 

A second way the war helped the movement was by having women at the front. Despite the majority of these roles being in the medical profession as nurses, rather than more defensive military ones, their existence at the depth of the battle and horrors of war by dealing with a lot of blood, gore and disease displayed their strength and resilience, which were characteristics stereotypically attributed to men. When one of the arguments for women not being given the vote was their stereotypical characteristics of having a soft and weak constitution, this therefore changed how a great deal of women were viewed by men. It may have also inspired other women to possess this power and then either join up as nurses, or support the suffrage movement (sometimes both!). This shows that in some people’s eyes, it made women more worthy of the vote if they were seen to be more like men who were mostly already worthy in the eyes of the government.

A third way the war helped the movement was the deaths of controlling men. Many young women had fathers and husbands who joined the fight at the front which led to their deaths. 
At a time when women had significantly less autonomy and independence than men, especially due to the lack of voting rights, it created a world where women were then dependent on these men, especially for financial stability, meaning they had to be more submissive to be able to have this security. However, for many this also meant keeping political opinions to themselves in order for this to happen as some of the controlling ones would have punished the women for such thoughts. Their deaths led to more women having the freedom to do as they wished, even it created financial hardship, such as openly support the suffrage movement when they had not been previously allowed to. This then created more public supporters of the movement, which was more persuasive to the government, and likely helped change their minds in favour of accepting women’s suffrage.

A fourth way the war helped the movement was creating changing fashion which also demonstrated an increase in women’s independence. Some of the changes in fashion at the time were due to the aforementioned and later points of changing roles that women took on as a result of the war, such as work clothes. As many of the aforementioned jobs were more physical and demanding than domestic labour, more comfortable clothes were required. The easiest way to do this was by increasing the movement and therefore bagginess of garments, which led to a changing trending silhouette. The more restrictive silhouettes of the Victorian and Edwardian eras were then disappearing, showing a new age, not just in fashion, but in women’s autonomy and independence. There was also a shift in modesty, with dress and skirt lengths gradually becoming shorter and shorter (until the 1960s 50 years later with famously short hems!) which again suggested that women’s independence was increasing and therefore suggested that they were worth being the vote alongside the groups of men who already held it. This suggested independence as shorter hems allowed more movement and therefore ability to exercise free will.

Another way the war helped the movement was some groups of supporters of the movement changed their tactics from fully focusing on suffrage to also including the war effort. Whilst some may argue that this hindered the movement, it meant that there was continued visibility of the movement throughout the war period as they became intertwined, and the war could also be used as a negotiation tactic, such as with the matter of the new roles that were created. It was also smart as it showed the governments that they were indeed sympathetic in some way to them and not rebel groups causing chaos in support of a movement that could cause the governments more hassle than it wanted, therefore increasing the likelihood of the governments giving them what they ultimately wanted. This sympathetic move is seen when the feminist newspaper ‘The Suffragette’ became ‘Britannia’, therefore showcasing the nationalistic abilities that some of them held.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Heilmann, A. (2002). Words as Deeds: debates and narratives on women’s suffrage. Women’s History Review, 11(4), 573. https://doi.org/10.1080/09612020200200337 ] 


Similarly, another way the war helped the movement was the use of militancy in the movement before the war. This showed they had similar ways of working to men, creating a common ground and therefore sympathy and support. The war did help with as this relates to the next point about women’s branches in the military and therefore shows the progression from military style campaigns to women actually in the military. Militancy in the pre-war era of the campaign was seen in a number of different ways. Two of the most notable of these are Flora Drummond’s fashion, and the medals given to survivors of the hunger strikes. Drummond would dress up in military style garments such as jackets with epaulettes, and caps. Wearing such items so publicly created a strong narrative of a woman to be both respected and feared, but in doing so also promoted the idea of women having proper front line roles in the military. Further to this, doing it so often made it familiar to the public, which therefore will have made some people who were previously against suffrage more comfortable with it once the war started as seeing people in uniform became much more the norm, and therefore likely more comfortable with the idea of women’s suffrage. The medals were modelled after those given for service in the military. Again, wearing these publicly during the war when there were veterans with similar medals created visibility for the movement and a sense of normalcy that created new supporters. 

Similarly again, another way the war helped the movement was the creation of women’s military branches. These demonstrated that whilst women were still banned from fully being part of the soldiers, sailors and airmen that fought at the various fronts of the war, they could still perform vital roles that kept the military running from back home. There were eventually branches created for the three main parts of the military for women; the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC, later renamed Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps) was created in 1917, followed by the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS, or Wrens as they were more colloquially known) and the Women’s Royal Air Force (WRAF, or Penguins, as they also did not fly). This showed that the need for these roles was varied and would cover a range of different skills and expertise that women demonstrated in these roles. This therefore again proved their excellence and to some then proved that they were more worthy of the vote than they had previously believed to have been. However, it must be noted that these roles were only really made available in order to free up the men who had previously occupied them to go and fight in the main branches of the military at the front.

One way the war hindered the movement was by pausing the focus the groups had and redirecting it onto the war effort. As there was a smaller overall effort being put into fighting for and promoting the suffrage movement, it meant that so did how many people had their minds changed in favour of it, and how many were recruited. This hindered the movement as it slowed down the numbers of support and could therefore seem like a less convincing cause to the governments. Perhaps if it had not been for the war and the energies that went into defending Britain, women’s suffrage may have been won quicker as these energies and attentions would not have been elsewhere and there would have been more time to campaign for suffrage, therefore bringing more attention to it and persuading more people and therefore bringing the 1918 act closer than that year. However, this is working more off of maybes than definites, so perhaps even if it was not for the war then then the vote would still have been granted as late as 1918.

Another way the war hindered the movement was the pacifist divide between pre-existing supporters of the movement. Understandably, some women were staunch pacifists and fully against the whole war, whilst some supported it or at least the war effort to defend their country. A prominent pacifist was Sylvia Pankhurst. Whilst her mother Emmeline and sister Christabel intertwined their feminism with the war effort, Sylvia broke away from the united family dynamic in favour of pushing the movement on its own, alongside disagreeing with the war. This hindered the movement as there was safety and also persuasion in numbers, and seeing such a prominent family divided so publicly and decidedly, may have made some people question who was pursuing the right path and whether suffrage was a good idea, likely reducing supporters. In addition, this highlighted a larger split within the suffragettes and suffragists of who was pacifist and who was in support of the war. However, it must be noted that at some group meetings, whilst there were individual opinions on the issue, they were sometimes put to one side to just focus on the suffrage movement as a whole instead. In addition to this, Sylvia Pankhurst’s work, alongside others who shared her opinions, was in an attempt to keep the suffrage movement visible instead of it being overshadowed by the war, so it overall effort to help rather than hinder it.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Heilmann, A. (2002). Words as Deeds: debates and narratives on women’s suffrage. Women’s History Review, 11(4), 574. https://doi.org/10.1080/09612020200200337 ] 


As seen, overall, the First World War helped the women’s suffrage movement more than it hindered it as it proved to many who did not already support the movement that it was worth it for women. 















Bibliography:
12 Things You Didn't Know About Women In World War 1 | IWM 
86004160.pdf 

Cornelis, M. E. (2020). The Scottish Women’s Hospitals: the first World War and the careers of early medical women. Medicine, Conflict and Survival, 36(2), 174–194. https://doi.org/10.1080/13623699.2020.1748320

Fair JD. The Political Aspects of Women’s Suffrage During the First World War. Albion. 1976;8(3):274-295. doi:10.2307/4048477 

Fara P. WOMEN, SCIENCE AND SUFFRAGE IN WORLD WAR I. Notes Rec R Soc Lond. 2015 Mar 20;69(1):11-24. doi: 10.1098/rsnr.2014.0057. PMID: 26489180; PMCID: PMC4321122. 

Heilmann, A. (2002). Words as Deeds: debates and narratives on women’s suffrage. Women’s History Review, 11(4), 565–576. https://doi.org/10.1080/09612020200200337 

Suffrage in wartime - UK Parliament 

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. 

The British Newspaper Archive Blog Women in the First World War | The British Newspaper Archive Blog 

The impact of World War I on women's work | Striking Women 

William Murphy: Suffragettes, in: 1914-1918-online. International Encyclopedia of the First World War, ed. by Ute Daniel, Peter Gatrell, Oliver Janz, Heather Jones, Jennifer D. Keene, Alan Kramer, and Bill Nasson, issued by Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin 2018-12-05. DOI: 10.15463/ie1418.11324 

