Suffragette film review 
Suffragette (2015) is a film directed by Sarah Gavron and written by Abi Morgan. It is a historical drama about the Suffragette movement in 1912 East London which centres around the life of working-class woman, Maud Watts. Watts is a fictitious character but is a composite of real, ordinary women involved in the suffrage movement (Gavron, 2015). The audience witness Watts progressing from an observer of the suffragettes to a sympathiser and ultimately becoming an active participant (Seabourne, 2016). The latter causing two her to suffer great personal and social consequences.
The incorporation of real-life historical figures such as Emmeline Pankhurst and Emily Davidson provides a point of identification for the audience (Gavron, 2015) reminding them that they are watching a semi-fictional film based on real events (Seabourne, 2016). It could be argued that by offering the audience this element of realism through these real-life characters, it creates a more believable story line for female protagonist Maud Watts. Furthermore, by having Maud interact with well known and admired suffragettes, this reinforces the historical accuracy of Maud’s experience as a suffragette which could be described as a microcosm for thousands of other working-class suffragettes. Furthermore, Gavron may have chosen to create Maud’s character rather than look back at a single working-class suffragette to show the facelessness of the masses of working-class suffragettes who are often overlooked in the fight for the vote.
A prominent theme throughout the film is the class system. Specifically, how an individual’s class affected their treatment and consequences if they chose to participate in the suffrage movement. The chosen location of the film, East London creates a clear juxtaposition between the various social classes due to the close proximity of the upper and working classes in industrial Britain. The varying classes of suffragettes can be differentiated most clearly in the film through their dialect. For example, a suffragette preaching for women’s rights outside the laundry where Maud works uses an upper-class dialect which opposes the rougher, lower-class dialect with which Maud’s character speaks (Suffragette, 2015). This difference in social status is further reinforced by costume choices, for example, working-class women working in the laundry house are dressed in dark and dirty clothing whereas the upper-middle class woman outside is dressed in clean and smart looking clothing. By showcasing clear class divides and identifying which characters belong to each class, this allows the film to explore how class effected suffragettes in different ways. 
It is possible that Gavron made these distinctions early in the movie to show that the suffragette movement involved women from all classes. However, the consequences faced by each woman due to their participation is not explored until later in the film. This could be suggesting that the treatment of suffragettes based upon their social class is often a topic overlooked. Arguably, the most famous suffragettes come from the upper-middle classes a prominent example being Emmeline Pankhurst who founded the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU). Casting acting legend Meryl Streep (Suffragette, 2015) to play this role reflects the high-status Pankhurst held in regards of her social class and within the suffragette movement. Therefore, it may be surprising that such a high-profile actress playing the role of such a famous suffragette does not have the leading role in this film. Instead Gavron chose to focus the narrative on a working-class woman possibly to challenge the romanticised version of suffragettes where peaceful protests lead to women getting the vote. Instead Gavron directs attention towards the startling horrors everyday women faced by campaigning for their right to vote to expose how class impacted individual suffragettes experience of the movement.
Class consciousness is a Marist theory in which there is an awareness of individual social and economic status (Munro, 2013). An example of this in Suffragette (2015) is upon Maud’s first arrest an upper-middle class suffragette is bailed out of prison by her husband whom she unsuccessfully pleads with her husband to pay for the other suffragette’s release. Her attempt to aid the suffragettes from a lower class who were arrested for the same crime as her, shows the woman’s consciousness of her economic privilege due to her higher social class because she was aware that the other suffragettes from the working-class would be unable to buy their own freedom. From this we can see that it was often working-class suffragettes who were forced to face the brutal treatment inside prisons perhaps showing that the working-class suffragettes had more to lose in campaigning for women to get the vote because their protests could lead to imprisonment, they did not have the wealth to avoid. Furthermore, this would mean time out of work causing them to lose out on pay, putting them in an even more vulnerable position.
Within Holloway prison, where many suffragettes were imprisoned, there was an internal class system made up of divisions (Davies, 2018). The severity of the crime determined the inmate’s division, division 1 being where prisoners received the best treatment. If you were from a privileged class it would be more likely that you would be in division 1 (Davies, 2018). To rebel against this, suffragettes would go on hunger strikes. The theory behind hunger strikes was that if suffragettes weren’t treated as first class prisoners, then they would refuse to eat. It was often working-class women such as Maud participated in these hunger strikes because they were placed in the lower divisions because they were from the working-class class. As a result, they were subjected to force feeding which is graphicly depicted in the movie Suffragette (2015) to demonstrate the brutality these women were willing to. This shows their commitment to the suffragette movement because they were willing to be subjected to this treatment in support of women getting the vote. 
This is not to say that it was only working-class women who suffered. For example, Emmeline Pankhurst also participated in hunger and thirst strikes during her multiple arrests at much detriment to her personal health (Pankhurst, 1914). However, interestingly there is a limited mention of any force feeding happening to her personally which could have been due to her social status. Instead, if her health became a high risk, she was released from prison to avoid death. This shows the significance of status in determining consequences of participation in the suffrage movement because even though women of all classes face oppression from men, the lower classes were more severely impacted by it as they did not have a blanket of wealth or status to protect themselves. If we think about class consciousness from a different angle, we could apply this theory to women. By thinking of women as a social class of their own, we can see that suffragettes were aware of their diminished social and economic status in comparison to males. Having this awareness drove women to protest for change. An example of class consciousness can be seen when Suffragette when Emmeline Pankhurst addresses a crown of women saying, ‘We have been ridiculed, battered and ignored.’ (Suffragette, 2015). Pankhurst’s acknowledgement of the injustices faced by women appears to be the motivation behind her activism in the fight for women to have the vote. Therefore, we can see suffragettes’ conscious over patriarchal inequalities has given women from all social classes a shared vision of a future where they can be liberated from gender-based restrictions. 
A gender-based restriction in 1912 England was women’s economic dependency on their husband. A theory which shows women’s dependence on men is the breadwinner theory. It lays out that the individual bringing the most money into the household is the ‘bread winner’ and therefore the rest of the household is dependent on their income (Simkin, 1997). The ‘bread winner’ was likely to be a man in 1912 because men had higher wages, for example, Sonny was the bread winner in Maud’s household because he had the highest wage. The breadwinner theory did not arise until the mid-1950s but is applicable to Maud’s family dynamic because one of its purposes was to explain women’s dependency on their husbands as housewives, preventing them from being financially able to divorce their partner. Although Maud was not a housewife, she is presented as economically dependant on her husband’s income. For example, after Sonny makes her leave the house due to her becoming a suffragette, Maud is forced to sleep in a church because she cannot afford her own accommodation without Sonny’s financial support (Suffragette, 2015). 
The bread winner theory demonstrates the overwhelming dominance of a man within a marriage because similar to how women were becoming more conscious of their lack of freedom and political say, men were also aware of their legal and financial dominance over women and therefore may have been threatened by the suffragette movement. Therefore, it could be argued that this theory could be applicable to women of all classes in the early 1900s because it was the husband who would have control over all the household income, limiting women’s freedom to act autonomously from their husbands will. As a result, it was a risk for women from every class to become a suffragette unless their husband was in support of women’s rights.
As a woman of the working class, Maud’s economic dependence on Sonny created a psychological conflict for the character when deciding whether to become a suffragette. Using Field Theory to examine Maud’s internal conflict, it is possible that she goes through approach-avoidance conflict. This is when there are two negative and positive choices that are equally strong (Basid and Agustin, 2019). The positive choice is becoming a suffragette and fighting for women’s rights which would give Maud a long-term benefit in securing more equality for all women including herself. The negative choice is that her husband does not believe in the suffrage movement therefore does not allow her to participate (Suffrage, 2015). If she chooses not to listen to her husband, she is risking not being able to see her son to whom Sonny has legal rights over as the husband and losing the economic stability Sonny provides. 
Ultimately by choosing to participate in the suffrage movement, Maud is forced to face the consequences. She loses her economic stability and has her son taken away from her (Suffragette, 2015). It could be argued that Gavron chose such emotive imagery of Maud losing her son to encapsulate the emotional strain that suffragettes went through by becoming estranged from their everyday lives to fight for women’s right to vote. Comparatively, Emmeline Pankhurst did not face this problem coming from a higher class. Although it is not explored in the film, Pankhurst’s own children became suffragettes and her husband supported her suffragette beliefs, putting her in a much more secure position to challenge the patriarchal system. Therefore, when Pankhurst instructs Maud to ‘Never give up the fight’ (Suffragette, 2015), it is possible that she cannot fully grasp what this meant for women from lower classes because they are in a more vulnerable position. Pankhurst had a blanket of wealth under which she could hide whereas working-class suffragettes were exposed to the rath of their husbands and the state. This is shown most clearly when Pankhurst escapes arrest in her carriage whereas Maud and various other suffragettes are captured (Suffragette, 2015). 
Overall, Suffragette (2015) explores the effects of class on the risks and consequences of suffragettes. It does this by juxtaposing the privilege of upper-middle class characters such as Emmeline Pankhurst and Emily Davidson with working-class fictional character Maud Watts. This is done most clearly through variation in the characters costume and dialect. By creating differences between the social status of suffragettes, this allowed the narrative of the film to demonstrate comparisons in the consequences of their actions within the suffragette movement. For example, when Pankhurst escapes imprisonment leaving Maud to be arrested leading to her being separated from her son, losing her job and being force fed whilst imprisoned. This shows that working-class suffragettes were highly vulnerable compared to upper-middle class suffragettes who had their wealth and status to fall back on. Therefore, it could be argued that the working-class scarified more in the suffragette movement, yet it is the upper-middle class suffragettes such as Pankhurst who have become household names as being heroes in women’s fight for the vote. This is not to say that Pankhurst was not a catalyst in this fight, rather that working-class suffragettes such as Maud who were fighting on the streets are often overlooked. Suffragette (2015) is a reminder to a modern audience that ordinary women played a crucial role in women’s suffrage.
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