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In the early 20th century, the British State faced drastic new challenges when it faced the women's suffrage movement and its ongoing rage for becoming militant until its propositions were met and they had won the right to vote in 1918. This essay will explore the challenges faced and the effectiveness of the British State's response to the militant women's Suffrage movement. 

In British history, women have often been considered more 'inferior' in society. During this historical period, the prevailing social expectation for women centred around their role as housewives responsible for managing domestic affairs and nurturing the family. Nevertheless, at this time, some women experienced their first introduction to work and, most importantly, independence from their everyday lives. The concept of women engaging in political activities, particularly voting, was virtually unimaginable, much less having and expressing political views. 

The women's fight for the right to vote had consequences for their peaceful and militant actions, as they proposed significant challenges to the State. These challenges included disruptions to the Police's control of public order, a rise in civil disobedience, and increased political and social complications. As a result, the State introduced and enforced legal policing measures and legislation to prove a point and to put women back into their societal place. 

Do you know what the difference between a suffragist and a suffragette is? Before writing this essay, I was still determining what the difference was. The terms suffragist and suffragette both refer to individuals who advocated for women's right to vote, but they differ in their methods. Suffragists typically engaged in non-violent activities such as lobbying, petitions, peaceful protests, and working within the political system to effect change. On the other hand, suffragettes were known for their more direct and aggressive tactics, including civil disobedience, hunger strikes, and, in some cases, property damage. Suffragists favoured peaceful, legal methods, while suffragettes adopted more militant and aggressive tactics. Both groups fought for women's right to vote but had different approaches to achieving their goals.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  UK Parliament, Women and the vote (2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/#:~:text=These%20two%20groups%20were%20the,for%20women%20by%20any%20means> [accessed 11 August 2024].] 



History of the Suffragette movement:

In 1832, the Great Reform Act[footnoteRef:2] was passed. This piece of legislation formally acknowledged that women and certain classes of men were not entitled to be a part of the electorate and couldn't vote. As a result, the women's suffrage movement in the United Kingdom began shortly after the mid-19th century and gained nationwide traction.  [2:  UK Parliament, The Reform Act 1832 (2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/evolutionofparliament/houseofcommons/reformacts/overview/reformact1832/> [accessed 25 July 2024].] 


It is said that the early efforts were instigated by both the London National Society for Women's Suffrage (LNSWS)[footnoteRef:3] and the Manchester National Society for Women's Suffrage (MNSWS)[footnoteRef:4], founded in 1867.[footnoteRef:5]  These first initial movements were leading towards peaceful means; however, things started to change when other societies merged in 1897 to create the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS)[footnoteRef:6], which was headed up by suffragist Dame Millicent Fawcett.[footnoteRef:7] Fawcett advocated for peaceful means to express the suffragist movement's views; however, while the suffragettes were determined to achieve their goals by any means necessary, their adoption of militant action began to garner attention for their cause. [3:  English Heritage, National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (2024) <https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/blue-plaques/nuwss/> [accessed 26 July 2024].]  [4:  The National Archives, The Manchester Society for Women's Suffrage (2024) <https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/604bfcb0-97a1-4dd9-899c-25b7564642d0> [accessed 26 July 2024].]  [5:  Historic England, The Long Road to Women's Suffrage (2024) <https://historicengland.org.uk/research/inclusive-heritage/womens-history/suffrage/the-road-to-suffrage/> [accessed 25 July 2024].]  [6:  UK Parliament, Founding of the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS),1897 (1897) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/unesco/nuwss-foundation/> [accessed 25 July 2024].]  [7:  UK Parliament, Millicent Fawcett (2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/parliamentary-collections/collections-19thc-and-suffragists/millicent-fawcett/> [accessed 25 July 2024].] 


In 1903, the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU)[footnoteRef:8] was formed, breaking away from NUWSS and aiming for a more proactive militant approach to increasing incidents involving members and the Police. This is where the known colours of the suffragettes were introduced: green, white, and purple by the Women's Social and Political Union[footnoteRef:9] and continues to be prominent colours linked with women's Suffrage.  [8:  UK Parliament, Start of the suffragette movement(2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/overview/startsuffragette-/> [accessed 26 July 2024].]  [9:  UK Parliament, Flag of WSPU (2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/parliamentary-collections/collections-suffragettes/flag/#:~:text=Flag%20of%20the%20WSPU%20(Women's,purple%20can%20clearly%20be%20seen> [accessed 25 July 2024].] 


Women's Social and Political Union was set up and led by experienced suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst[footnoteRef:10] until it was dissolved in 1918. The Pankhurst family includes Emmeline's daughters, Dame Christabel,[footnoteRef:11] and Sylvia.[footnoteRef:12] were known for their well-organised and proactive approach to campaigning for voting rights. In the years before the First World War, their organisation was highly efficient and associated with militant methods and tactics, including civil disobedience, hunger strikes, and direct action such as window smashing and arson. They famously used the catchphrase "Deeds, not words" to emphasise the importance of taking action in the struggle for voting rights.[footnoteRef:13]  [10:  June Purvis, 'Emmeline Pankhurst: a biographical interpretation', Women's History Review, 12.1, 73-102 p.73 (2003) <https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/09612020300200348> [accessed 26 July 2024].]  [11:  June Purvis, Suffragette Christabel Pankhurst & Her 'Militant' Strategy.  (2018) <https://www.londonmuseum.org.uk/blog/suffragette-christabel-pankhurst-her-militant-strategy/> [accessed 26th July 2024].]  [12:  National Portrait Gallery, Sylvia Pankhurst (2024) <https://www.npg.org.uk/collections/search/person/mp03441/sylvia-pankhurst?_gl=1*smsrwm*_up*MQ..*_ga*MTk5MTU3MzQwOC4xNzIyMDExNDA4*_ga_3D53N72CHJ*MTcyMjAxMTQwOC4xLjAuMTcyMjAxMTQwOC4wLjAuMA> [accessed 26 July 2024].]  [13:  UK Parliament, Start of the suffragette movement (2024) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/overview/startsuffragette-/#:~:text=In%201903%20Emmeline%20Pankhurst%20and,in%20women' s%20suffrage%20in%201880> [accessed 26 July 2024].] 


Some militant acts were trespassing on government/ private buildings, smashing windows, bombing & hunger striking. The Pankhurst, along with other members of the Women's Social and Political Union and other similar societies, were imprisoned, and some went on hunger strike protests. The State instructed Police and prison personnel to force-feed anyone who went on a hunger strike. 

The suffragette movement experienced significant success in the United Kingdom, leading Emmeline Pankhurst and her supporters to expand their efforts to the United States. While the methods of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), led by the Pankhursts, were at times criticised in the United States for being too militant, Pankhurst received a warm reception in New York in October 1909 when she delivered a lecture to hundreds of eager women at Carnegie Hall. Despite any concerns about the militancy of her views, she was well-received by the crowd. During her address, she famously stated, "I am what you call a hooligan," signifying her determination to stir up change. This quote is what she is known for and for being the ‘hooligan’ she is so proud of being.


Challenges faced by the British State and how practical was their response:

When thinking about the challenges that the British State faced, I'm often reminded of a powerful quote by Christabel Pankhurst: 

"Remember the dignity of your womanhood. Do not appeal, do not beg, do not grovel. Take courage, join hands, stand beside us, fight with us." [footnoteRef:14] [14:  Alioe Howarth, Emmeline Pankhurst and the Suffragettes’ most inspiring quotes (2018) <https://www.standard.co.uk/lifestyle/london-life/inspiring-suffragettes-quotes-a3784731.html> [accessed 26 July 2024].] 


This quote shows the Suffragettes' unwavering determination to persuade others and to resist any disapproval from those in authority, showing their refusal to back down without a fight. Through extensive scholarly research, I have gained a more profound comprehension of their mindset by analysing quotes and testimonies like the one above.

The movements of women's Suffrage posed a threat to the British State. The Women's Social and Political Union employed disruptive tactics and civil disobedience. As militant tactics escalated, the British State responded with hostile tactics and more effective measures. The Suffragettes were highly skilled and dedicated and were not ashamed of their acts of violence. Between 1905 and 1914, the United Kingdom saw a significant rise in militant suffragette activities. As a result, the Police strongly believed that the Suffragettes were the most dangerous organisations working in Britain at the time.[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  BBC History Magazine, Were the suffragettes terrorists?, History Extra Podcast, April 2018,  <https://open.spotify.com/episode/6LPEbD2QiRt6CwqeZSZkqt?si=6gWVTiBHTDeLL6C_qScXvw> [accessed 28 July 2024].] 


In a striking display of defiance, the movement members refused to participate in the 1911 census. They believed that if denied rights and recognition as equal citizens amongst men, they should not be recorded in the census. Some individuals made protest declarations directly on the census forms, which would spoil their papers. This act of resistance, though seemingly small, carried significant weight in conveying the movement's message. The renowned Suffragette Emily Wilding Davison accomplished this by sneaking into the House of Parliament and concealing herself in a cupboard in the Chapel of St. Mary Undercroft in the House of Commons on Census night in 1911. Davison listed her postal address as 'Found hiding in crypt of Westminster Hall.'[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  UK Parliament, Emily Wilding Davison Census Form, (1911) <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/case-studies-women-parliament/ewd/1911-census-form/> [accessed 11 August 2024].] 


Emmeline Pankhurst wanted to 'terrorise the great British public', and she proved this. In an interview,[footnoteRef:17] Historian Dr. Fern Riddell states that today, the suffragettes would be classed as domestic terrorists. Riddell also shared that Christabel Pankhurst remarked that "if men are going to use bombs as a weapon of war, why should women not do that too?".[footnoteRef:18] This quote shows that women thought they should fight like men to get something they wanted/needed, let alone be heard heard. [17:  BBC History Magazine, Were the suffragettes terrorists?, 2018.]  [18:  National Archives, Suffrage 100: Did militancy help or hinder the fight for the franchise? [Video] 2024. <https://media.nationalarchives.gov.uk/index.php/suffrage-100-militancy-help-hinder-fight-franchise/> [accessed 28 July 2024].] 

 
Christabel Pankhurst records damage from bombings in the Suffragette magazine she edited. According to Historian Fern Riddell, in May 1913 alone, there were 52 bomb or arson attacks across the country. This became known as the ‘Rain of Terror.[footnoteRef:19] As a result, the Police strongly believed that the Suffragettes were the most dangerous organisations working in Britain at the time. The British State would refer to a bombing of Lloyd George's home as "Suffragette Terrorism".[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  BBC History Magazine, Were the suffragettes terrorists?, 2018.]  [20:  BBC History Magazine, Were the suffragettes terrorists?, 2018.] 


It is estimated that nearly one thousand suffragettes were imprisoned from the beginning of the 20th century until the outbreak of the First World War because of their involvement in activism. The earlier they were about to leave prison, the earlier they could resume militant actions. The suffragettes who were imprisoned developed methods to protest for the Suffragette movement, with some opting for hunger strikes as an act of defiance against a government that did not acknowledge them as valued members of their society. Marion Wallace Dunlop's hunger strike at Holloway Jail in 1909 established a precedent for incarcerated Suffragettes, making her the first to employ this form of protest.[footnoteRef:21] This became an adopted strategy amongst The Women's Social and Political Union. [21:  Gabriele M. Pate, A Woman's Weapon: Hunger Strikes and Force Feedings in the British Women's Suffrage Movement, 1903-1917' (2017) <https://preserve.lehigh.edu/lehigh-scholarship/undergraduate-publications/eckardt-scholars/womans-weapon-hunger-strikes-force?article=1019&context=undergrad-scholarship-eckardt> [accessed 11 August 2024].] 


The Suffragettes' use of hunger strikes instilled fear in the State due to the potential risk of death. When prisoners went on hunger strikes, reports indicated that doctors would check on them multiple times a day. In response to the growing number of Suffragettes conducting this form of protest and being released from prison early, the State introduced force feeding up until 1913. Force-feeding is a painful and often dangerous process of compelling a person to consume a nutritional substance against their will, usually through a plastic feeding tube. Implementing force feedings allowed the State to enforce the Suffragettes' whole prison sentences and assert its authority over the Suffragettes. 

Emily Wilding Davison[footnoteRef:22] is remembered as a prominent figure in the Suffragette movement. She became a 'martyr' as she was the only woman to sacrifice her life for the suffragette cause. In 1913, Davison tragically died after stepping onto the racetrack in an attempt to promote women's right to vote. She collided with the King's horse at the Epsom Derby. It is believed that Davison did not intend to end her life, but rather, it was a spur-of-the-moment decision. Over 5000 individuals attended her funeral. [footnoteRef:23] [22:  London Museum, Who was the Suffragette Emily Davison? (2024) <https://www.londonmuseum.org.uk/collections/london-stories/who-was-suffragette-emily-davison/> [accessed 28 July 2024].]  [23:  London Museum, 2024.] 



Legislation: 

The continuous escalation of militant activities led to the implementation of new legislation by the State. Herbert H. Asquith,[footnoteRef:24] a prominent political figure who strongly opposed women's Suffrage, assumed the role of Prime Minister of the United Kingdom in April 1908. During his term, he enacted stringent legislation and regulations to obstruct the Suffragettes from achieving their objectives. [24:  GOV.UK, Herbert Henry Asquith (2024) <https://www.gov.uk/government/history/past-prime-ministers/herbert-henry-asquith> [accessed 11 August 2024].] 


During the years 1910 to 1912, Parliament deliberated on several 'Conciliation Bills' aimed at expanding voting rights to women. These bills were presented in Parliament but ultimately did not pass into law. As a result of their failure, the Suffragettes turned violent and led to confrontations outside Parliament. Despite additional Conciliation Bills being introduced in the following years, they were unable to bring about a resolution to the situation.

In 1913, the UK passed the Prisoners' Temporary Discharge for Ill-Health Act,[footnoteRef:25] also known as 'The Cat and Mouse Act,' to deal with Suffragettes on hunger strikes. This law allowed for the temporary release of ill prisoners, with the understanding that they would return to prison once they had recovered. The Act aimed to treat ill prisoners humanely while ensuring they did not threaten society. It permitted force-feeding on prisoners to maintain their health during their temporary release. [25:  UK Parliament, 'Cat and Mouse' Act, 1913 <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/unesco/cat-and-mouse-act/#:~:text=In%201913%20the%20Prisoners%20(Temporary,them%20to%20be%20re%2Dimprisoned> [accessed 11 August 2024].] 


In 1918, the British State, recognising women as a potential threat, took action to address some of the demands of the Suffragettes by introducing the Representation of the People Act of 1918. This legislation was a significant milestone in Great Britain. It marked a turning point in the movement for women's Suffrage and paved the way for future extensions of voting rights in the United Kingdom. The Act extended the right to vote to include all men over 21 and granted the vote to women over 30 who met specific property qualifications or were university graduates. Consequently, it represented a considerable step forward for democracy and marked a significant expansion of voting rights for women.

The Representation of the People Act of 1918 is sometimes thought to have been influenced by the Suffragettes' efforts during the First World War, but this is not proven.[footnoteRef:26]  [26:  Patricia Fara, ‘Women, science and Suffrage in World War I,’ The Royal Society Journal of History of Science (2014) <https://royalsocietypublishing.org/doi/10.1098/rsnr.2014.0057> [accessed 11 August 2024].] 


The Equal Franchise Act of 1928[footnoteRef:27] followed. The Equal Franchise Act of 1928 was an essential piece of legislation in the United Kingdom that extended voting rights to all women over twenty-one years old, giving them equal voting rights with men. Until this point, women could only vote if they met certain specific requirements. The Act was a significant milestone in the fight for gender equality and representation in politics, and it was a drastic change in society at the time. Since then, the voting age has been lowered to eighteen here in the United Kingdom for both men and women. [27:  UK Parliament 1928 Equal Franchise Act <https://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/case-study-the-right-to-vote/the-right-to-vote/birmingham-and-the-equal-franchise/1928-equal-franchise-act/> [accessed 11 August 2024].] 



Suffragette Contributions to the First World War:

The Suffragette movement came to a halt with the outbreak of the First World War. During this time, over two million women took on roles in the workforce that men traditionally held before the war, while others participated in various activities to support the war efforts. Their contributions were made voluntarily and played a significant role during this period.

The National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies underwent a significant transformation, changing their public perception from enemies of the State to a patriotic support movement that effectively mobilised a robust female workforce. The National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies established various women-specific organisations, such as the Women's Service Bureau. They arranged a substantial team of interviewers to place thousands of women annually in technical and engineering roles.[footnoteRef:28] In addition, they provided training for women in new job skills, supplied interpreters for refugees, and recruited women to manage institutions such as canteens and hotels. [28:  Fara, ‘Women, science and Suffrage in World War I,’.] 


By 1916, the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies effectively conveyed the vital nature of women's industrial contributions, as acknowledged by the Minister of Munitions in the House of Commons. 

'it is not too much to say that our Armies have been saved and victory assured by the women in the munition factories where they helped to produce aeroplanes, howitzer bombs, shrapnel bullets, shells, machine tools, mines, and have taken part in shipbuilding.'[footnoteRef:29]  [29:  Fara, ‘Women, science and Suffrage in World War I,’.] 


This acknowledgement in the House of Commons is a gigantic leap to officially record that women have made significant progress in society at a time of need.

One Suffragette who stood out at this time of societal desperation was Evelina Haverfield.[footnoteRef:30]  Known as Haverfield, she was a highly regarded member of the Women's Social and Political Union and other suffragette unions who would work alongside Emmeline and her daughter, Sylvia Pankhurst. [30:  GOV. The UK, Hon. Mrs Evelina Haverfield (2024) <https://www.suffrageresources.org.uk/database/1974/hon-mrs-evelina-haverfield> [accessed 27 July 2024].] 


Haverfield worked tirelessly to support the war effort from the day of declaration to the end. She used her skills as a Suffragette to become an avid aid worker throughout this time and even after the war. She became a founding member in many organisations, such as the Women's Emergency Corps, Women's Volunteer Reserve, and other international charities based in Serbia, where she was a prisoner of war during the war. 

Conclusion:

The women began with peaceful approaches but were eventually convinced by influential figures to take more drastic measures. Unfortunately, they discovered that using force was essential to making their voices heard. Clearly, without the assertive actions of these women, Parliament would have continued to disregard their struggle for Suffrage.

These women believed they had to fight like men to be heard as men, as was shown in their acts of violence to terrorise the British public and become the hooligans Emmeline Pankhurst wanted the Suffragettes to be. 

The British State, feeling threatened by the Suffragettes' determination to use violence for their cause, introduced extreme measures to prevent women from expressing their views. However, these measures were not effective, and the government failed to adapt to the changing times. The situation escalated to the point where the government resorted to implementing legislation to forcefully induce medical preventative measures on women, leading some to sacrifice their lives for the cause.
 
If it were not for these women, millions of soldiers and communities at home would have suffered drastically during the First World War.

Most importantly, without the Suffragette, women in Britain would have never gotten the vote and the right to vote equally as men. This vote for women was later the pivotal point of inequality worldwide. 
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