Feminism and democracy: women's suffrage and reform politics in Britain, 1900-1918 – Sandra Stanley Holton
The book ‘Feminism and democracy: women’s suffrage and reform politics in Britian 1900 – 1918’ by Sandra Stanley Holton is useful for studying this topic as it provides many beneficial insights into this topic from a Historian who has studied this topic frequently throughout her life. 
Within the introduction of this book, the author makes many important points about this extremely important topic. Women’s suffrage is such an important topic as it fought for a key civil right and without it women in Britain would not have the voting rights they have today or at the time this book was written (1986). This book provides an account of the suffrage movement in Britain between 1900 and 1918 and includes aspects of the political dimensions of the movement. The author states ‘Women have been hidden from history and are only now becoming visible’, this is due to patriarchal views about women that led to women’s voices being silenced throughout history.[footnoteRef:1] This book also explores the contemporary views of suffragettes, for example the author states ‘By their visibility and articulateness suffragists are taken to be exceptional and extraordinary beings among their sex’.[footnoteRef:2] This book, unlike others focuses on traditional women’s history as well as non-traditional women’s history. The author states within the book that this is a political history book, this is because women’s suffrage is heavily linked to politics. Within this book, it is explained that there are two types of suffragettes which can be classified in two ways, either by the organisations they were attached to: ‘Women’s social and political union’ and ‘National union of women’s suffrage societies’, or by the descriptions used for their activism style: ‘Militants’ and ‘Constitutionalists’.[footnoteRef:3] However, the issue with these classifications is that not every member of these groups were necessarily the type they were classified as, for example both groups were often militant in style, but also many suffragists were members of both of these organisations, therefore these classifications were not entirely accurate. The author of this book also provides information about the ways suffragists were politically classified, for example, she states ‘Democratic suffragists covered a broad spectrum of political affiliation from progressive liberalism’.[footnoteRef:4] This suggests that the author has a broad understanding of the suffragist movement and contemporary ideas regarding the topic. The author also explains the groups of people involved in the suffragist movement and the significance of this, for example Holton states ‘The demand for votes for women was transformed into a mass social movement, and for the first time working-class women were involved in suffrage activity in significant numbers’.[footnoteRef:5] This quote also shows the importance of the suffrage movement as a social movement. It was key that working-class women were involved as it broadened the involvement, due to the fact that working-class women made up a large group of the population. Within this book, Holton also explains the importance of women’s suffrage to democracy; ‘The ethos of the suffrage movement helped make the democratic-suffragist strategy an effective possibility’.[footnoteRef:6] The author also continues this to explain that from this ethos also came the sex-war outlook, which unfortunately caused disintegration and marginalisation within campaigns as well as in the organisations. Overall, the introduction of this book provides an insightful and well-researched summary of women’s suffrage and reform politics in Britain 1900-1918.  [1:  Holton, S.S. (1968) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 1.]  [2:  Holton, S.S. (1968) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 1.]  [3:  Holton, S.S. (1968) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 4.]  [4:  Holton, S.S. (1968) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 6.]  [5:  Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 7.]  [6:  Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 8. ] 

In Chapter 1, ‘Feminising democracy: the ethos of the women’s suffrage movement’, the author begins to explain where the thoughts behind the suffrage movement first began to be explored. Holton states that suffrage movement is thought to have descended from Enlightenment political philosophy as well as Nineteenth century liberal theory.[footnoteRef:7] For example, this ideology is thought to have been developed upon by Mary Wollstonecraft in her book ‘A Vindication of the Rights of Woman’.[footnoteRef:8] This book is viewed as a trailblazing treatise of feminism which argues for the empowerment of women in education, politics, society, and marriage.[footnoteRef:9] Holton also touches on the ideology of humanist feminism and the importance of the vote as political status especially to Middle Class Women within this chapter. She also makes an important point that a main point of success for the movement was that ‘The suffrage was ideologically homogenous’.[footnoteRef:10] Overall the information conveyed within this chapter demonstrates the author’s knowledge of this topic. [7:  Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 9.]  [8:  Wollstonecraft, M. (1795) A vindication of the rights of woman: With Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects.]  [9:  Sottosanti, K. (2023) A Vindication of the Rights of Woman | Summary, Importance, & facts. https://www.britannica.com/topic/A-Vindication-of-the-Rights-of-Woman.]  [10:  Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 28.] 

In Chapter 2, ‘Militants and Constitutionalists’, Holton explores many topics linked with the suffrage movement. For example, she explains that women’s suffrage was overshadowed by the government’s other concerns. She also explains that at the time of the suffrage movement there were social reform issues as well as issues with socialist politics and the introduction of New Radicalism. Furthermore, Holton delves into the organisation of the suffrage movement. For example, she states that the WSPU ‘had no formal constitution.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 41.] 

Chapter 3, ‘Adult suffrage or Women’s suffrage?’ further explores the requirements to vote in the early 1900 (land/property ownership), as well as the committees that existed at the time that had links to the suffrage movement, for example the Labour Representative Committee. These further show the extent of the author’s understanding of the topic.
In Chapter 4, ‘A suffrage-labour alliance’, Holton further delves into the political aspects of the suffrage movement, including the political groups that supported the movement and those who didn’t. For example, she explains how committed liberals in the National Union continued to challenge the policy in support of the suffrage and that the ‘Labour party remained pledged also to adult suffrage’.[footnoteRef:12] She also explains the importance of the changes to the Reform Bill, and the affect this had on the suffrage movement. And further describes the Labour Party’s ‘commitment to the enfranchisement of women’.[footnoteRef:13] [12:    Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 77.]  [13:    Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 96.] 

In Chapter 5, ‘Suffrage-labour campaigning 1913-1914’, the author details the suffragists success at the 1913 labour party conference. As well as the importance of the Election Fighting Fund’s campaigns and policy. 
Chapter 6, ‘The women’s suffrage movement and the impact of the war’ explains a collection of successes for the suffragists as well as the impact that the war had on the movement. For example, the author states ‘Extra parliamentary activity during the summer of 1913 concentrated on the highly successful Women’s Suffrage Pilgrimage’ which was a major demonstration.[footnoteRef:14] The importance of ‘Party Bills’ is also explained within this chapter. Also, the formation of the Liberal Women’s Suffrage Union is described. During the war, women went to work as was required due to the men fighting the war, this helped to further the suffrage movement. Women were also involved in the war effort thus furthering the movement. Overall, this chapter demonstrates the author’s knowledge on the suffrage movement and the impact the war had on the movement.  [14:    Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 117.] 

Chapter 7, ‘Winning the vote’, the author describes the key events that led up to the success of the suffragist movement. This chapter suggests that unity was a key reason for success; ‘Democratic suffragists from both wings of the suffrage movement joined in the formation of the British section of the WIPLF’.[footnoteRef:15] The importance of the suffragist debate being featured in the Speaker’s conference is also explained. The Representation of the People Act (1918), is described in this chapter, this is because this Act was extremely important as it meant that ‘all women on the local government register, or who were wives of men on the local government register and were over the age of 30 were enfranchised.[footnoteRef:16] In 1928 ‘Women were at last given equal political rights with men’.[footnoteRef:17] This chapter is a useful explanation of the voting rights being equal and how this happened, therefore this presents the authors knowledge and their ability to describe key historical events and the explanations behind them. [15:    Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 138.]  [16:    Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 150.]  [17:    Holton, S.S. (1986) Feminism and democracy: Women’s Suffrage and Reform Politics in Britain, 1900-1918. Cambridge University Press. Page 150.] 

Overall, each chapter of this book provides an interesting and useful insight into women’s suffrage and reform politics in Britain 1900-1918.
This book was written by Sandra Stanley Holton, who is a well-known academic and empirical historian. She has 63 publications, most of which focus on gender history and British history. This therefore suggests that she is a reliable source. It could also be suggested that this book is a reliable source as the publisher of this book is Cambridge University Press, a well-known and well-established publishing press which was founded in 1534[footnoteRef:18]. This Press is respected and reliable. The book was written in 1986. This was after the events the book describes therefore it is a secondary source. This may be reliable however it could be suggested that secondary sources are not as reliable as they are not first hand, however this book appears to be well-researched, and an accurate representation of the events described within the book. This book also does not appear to show a bias therefore it could be considered reliable. Overall, the book appears to be reliable and a useful source for studying women’s suffrage and reform politics in Britain 1900-1918.  [18:  'Cambridge University Press' (no date) www.jstor.org [Preprint]. https://www.jstor.org/publisher/cup.
] 

This book is an important addition to the historiography of the time due to the broad information displayed and the author’s unique perspective. Compared to other books on this topic, I found this book to have far greater detail and conciseness.
Overall, I found ‘Feminism and democracy: women’s suffrage and reform politics in Britian 1900 – 1918’ by Sandra Stanley Holton to be a well written and well researched discussion on the topic. This book accurately conveys the importance of this topic as well as showing the opinions held by those at the time. I believe this book to be reliable due to the fact that it does not appear to possess a bias and it details the events accurately and similarly to how other sources detail them.
