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Exercise: Women’s Right to Vote
Learning Objective
To understand and discuss the campaign for women’s suffrage.

Exercise 1: Practice exam question
Use source 1 and your own knowledge to describe the ways women campaigned peacefully for the
right to vote.

Exercise 2: Public debate
In your group look again at the background information and other resources on the topic.
Suggested resources:
- BBC Bitesize GCSE, Votes for Women,
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/gcsebitesize/history/mwh/britain/votesforwomenrev1.shtml
- British Library, The Campaign for Women’s Suffrage,
http://www.bl.uk/learning/histcitizen/21cc/struggle/suffrage/suffrageintro.html
In your group prepare at least three clear arguments for supporting either the Suffragette or
Suffragist way of campaigning. Support your arguments with examples and evidence.
Present your group’s arguments as part of a class debate.
Which side wins?
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Source 1: 1912 Horsham Poster telling people about the Marcher’s Qui Vive Corps’ new
headquarters.

Poster no: 1999.162 © Horsham District Council Horsham Museum & Art Gallery’
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Women’s Right to Vote
Background
When the 1832, 1867 and 1884 Reform acts were passed they increased the number of men who had
the right to vote. After 1884 around 2/3 of all men could now vote. But no women.
In 1832 the idea of extending the vote was briefly raised but quickly dismissed. In 1867 there was the
first real debate in parliament on the issue. But no success. However, support for women in positions
of influence was starting. For example in 1872 the Education Act allowed women on to school boards
and in 1894 the Local Government Act let women vote in local elections.
In 1889 the Women’s Franchise League formed. This was the first large organisation that campaigned
for women’s suffrage – the right to vote. In the following years of campaigning there were two key
types of groups, Suffragists and Suffragettes.
Suffragists
The main group they followed was the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) formed
in 1897. One of their most famous leaders was Millicent Fawcett. Their campaigns focused on
petitions, peaceful marches and gaining government support.
Suffragettes
The main group they followed was the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) formed in 1903.
Their leaders were the Pankhursts. Emmeline Pankhurst and her 3 daughters were all involved in
campaigning for women’s suffrage. Their campaign focussed on militant actions. For example chaining
themselves to railings outside parliament, using toffee hammers to
smash windows and other acts of vandalism. Many were arrested
and put in prison. The prisoners continued their protest by taking
part in hunger strikes. The prison officers force fed them an
unpleasant and dangerous practice. In 1913 the Cat and Mouse Act
was introduced. This would allow prisoners who went on hunger
strike to be released on health grounds as long as they were returned
to prison once they were well.
Marchers Qui Vive Corps
Women in the Sussex area were quite well involved in the campaign
of women’s suffrage. In Horsham we have an example.
In 1912 Mrs de Fonblanque organised a march for women’s suffrage.
The march would start in Edinburgh and end in London. The goal of
the march was to raise awareness of women’s suffrage and to
protest white slavery.
It was a very small group that actually took part in the end. But they
inspired the NUWSS who in 1913 held the Women’s Pilgrimage.
Women from the Sussex and Surrey NUWSS groups marched north
to join 50,000 women in London’s Hyde Park. There they held a

Poster: 1999.27.1 © Horsham District
Council’s Horsham Museum & Art Gallery

1913 poster advertising Mrs de
Fonblanque visiting Horsham
to talk about her march
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peaceful demonstration and presented a petition to Parliament. This apparently got special notice
from Prime Minister Asquith.
Mrs de Fonblanque also formed the suffragist group the ‘Marchers Qui Vive Corps’ in the spirit of her
march. She set up one of the only permanent headquarters for the group at 60 West Street in
Horsham.
World War One
Despite all these improvements, at the outbreak of World War One in 1914, women still did not have
a vote. Suffragettes and Suffragists put their campaigns on hold to support the war effort.
Women become an important force on the Home Front for example:
-

They took on men’s jobs making weapons, farming etc.
They organised charity events to support injured soldiers and their families
They made clothes, blankets, bandages and more to send to hospitals and soldiers on the
Front Line
They volunteered as nurses many even going out to the battlefields in France to help

When the war ended the 1918 Representation of the People Act was
passed. This Act gave universal suffrage to men over the age of 21.
It also gave some women the vote for the first time - women over
the age of 30.
What influenced the 1918 act?
For men
The way the rules were before the Act men returning home after serving their country as soldiers
would not have a vote. This was seen as very unfair. Also Russia had had a revolution in 1917 where a
similar issue had been a factor.
For Women
There is a debate over what was the most influential:
-

The campaigns of the Suffragists steadily gaining the support of the public and politicians
The fear that there would be a return to the militancy of the Suffragettes
The Labour movement who were committed to reform and were gaining power in
government.
- The women’s work during the war effort that showed their abilities, skills and commitment to
their country.
Perhaps it was a combination of all.
Equal Franchise
In 1928 the Equal Franchise Act was passed. This finally gave universal suffrage to all men and
women over the age of 21. It made the UK a true democracy.

