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      ‘Promise me you’ll always use your vote,’ my mother said. ‘Too many women suffered too much for you to waste it.’ It’s not a promise many mothers would ask of their daughters today, but that was in 1951 and aged twenty-one I was newly eligible to vote. Half a century later my mother’s insistence does not surprise me because in 1951 British women had only had the full right to vote for twenty-three years.

      Throughout the westernised world the suffrage struggle was long and bitter. Of nowhere was this more true than in Great Britain and Ireland where the ‘Votes for Women’ campaign produced acts of heroism, courage, violence and brutality unknown in any other land. The particular virulence of the British experience perhaps stemmed from both proponents and opponents being infused with the confidence and righteous indignation of the daughters and sons of the British Empire. The struggle lasted nearly one hundred years, from the first woman’s petition presented to the House of Commons in 1832, until 1928 when women were finally entitled to vote on the same terms as men.

      There is no shortage of books about the suffragists and their organisations, but my aim in this anthology is to let the women speak for themselves. To pass beyond the obvious, and particularly beyond London, I have delved into diaries, pamphlets, newspapers, letters, journals and memoirs, using the voices of the women (and men) who were out there, marching through the streets, climbing on their soap-boxes, being pelted by rotten eggs, assaulted by yobs and, as frustration mounted, who battled with the police, went to prison and suffered the abomination of forcible feeding. Pieced together year by year theirs is an inspiring story of ordinary women who, by standing up to be counted, became extraordinary – and ultimately triumphant.

      In comparison to the final phase leading up to the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, to the dramatic images of these years that have come down to us, the first forty years of the struggle may seem singularly uninspiring. Yet, for Victorian women to pen pamphlets advocating their political rights, and to tour the country ‘spouting’ about them on public platforms, demanded tremendous courage. Particularly when their beloved Queen Victoria was among those fulminating against ‘this mad, wicked folly of Woman’s Rights’ and privately declaring that Lady Amberley (one of the vanguard known to her) deserved a good whipping.

      To this day, many people equate the British women’s suffrage struggle and the final victory with the famous Pankhurst family – Emmeline and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia – and their militant cohorts in the Women’s Social and Political Union. In its early years the Union was a bold, innovative, imaginative organisation, among the first to appreciate the value of publicity. Not without justification, its members regarded themselves as the Praetorian Guard of the ‘Votes for Women’ campaign. But for every suffragette (a term coined by the Daily Mail in 1906 to denote these new style militants) it’s fair to say there were always dozens of non-militant suffragists. Some would argue – including me – that it was the constitutionalists of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, led by Millicent Garrett Fawcett, who actually won the vote. In 1912, while the militants embarked on arson and bombing, the constitutionalists forged a successful working alliance with the burgeoning Labour Party. It was this group, with other non-militant societies, which successfully lobbied for the inclusion of women in the 1918 Franchise Act. The suffragist and suffragette arguments for and against the use of violence reflect the problems and conflicts in virtually every major reform movement.

      The focus was not, as some disparagers claim, wholly and solely on the vote. For most activists the vote was the first essential step – but only on to the hard, high road towards greater sexual equality. Many of them worked for causes and reforms outside the suffrage arena. A cursory trawl through editions of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies’ newspaper, Common Cause, produced articles on: Massacre of the Innocents – Mortality Rates in Workhouses; Anti-Sweating Bill; Child Murder; Partition of Bengal; State Registration of Nurses; Payment of MPs; Nameless Cruelties to Pit Ponies; Free Libraries; Public Nurseries; National Equine Defence League. The vote was the means, not the end.

      Anorexic as opposed to thin on the ground in positions of power, women were heavily dependent on the men who supported them in and out of Parliament. Extracts are devoted to those men, known and unknown, who played a valiant part in the fight. (How much difference a pro-suffrage prime minister would have made in the pre-Great War years is a moot point. Having to deal with a man like Mr Asquith who failed absolutely and utterly to understand why any woman should want the vote was assuredly not helpful.)

      It also seemed to me important to let the opponents, commonly known as Antis, have their say. The National League for Opposing Women’s Suffrage had considerable clout and it was one of its female leaders, Mrs Frederic Harrison, who said, ‘Our society must in the main depend on women: women have to destroy a women’s movement.’

      The movement has often been characterised as a middle-class enterprise which neither interested nor involved the working class. It is true that the majority of activists came from middle or upper-class families. A working woman, unless she was one of the few paid suffrage organisers or had a particularly supportive husband, could not afford to take part in demonstrations or go to prison. But more than a handful of working-class women participated in the struggle. Their voices are here, too.

      Because I do not expect all readers to be over-familiar with the political complexities or with all the participants, I have provided a running commentary to indicate who was doing what to whom, where, when and why. Few people, I suspect, read anthologies from start to finish; most regard them as a literary hors d’oeuvre from which they may pick and choose; so as a checklist for them, there is a Select Dictionary of Dates.

      Before she died, in her hundredth year, I persuaded my mother-in-law – born Alice Kedge in 1895 into a working-class London family – to record her memories. She said: ‘Although I wasn’t a brave soldier in the women’s army, what the movement did was to make me think and then to believe I could do things for myself. And I did! People like me didn’t write books about their experiences, so the effect on us gets forgotten. The suffragettes certainly helped change my life.’

       

      JOYCE MARLOW, DERBYSHIRE, 2000
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                  AFL

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  Actresses’ Franchise League

                
              

              
                	
                  Antis

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  Opponents of women’s suffrage

                
              

              
                	
                  ILP

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  Independent Labour Party

                
              

              
                	
                  IWSA

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  International Woman Suffrage Alliance

                
              

              
                	
                  NUWSS

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, often simply referred to as the NU or National Union

                
              

              
                	
                  NUSEC

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  National Union of Societies for Equal Citizenship

                
              

              
                	
                  WFL

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  Women’s Freedom League

                
              

              
                	
                  WSPU

                
                	
                  =

                
                	
                  Women’s Social & Political Union

                
              

            
          

        

      

       

      Currency

      The old British currency of pounds, shillings and pence was much loved and incredibly complicated. Comparisons with today’s decimal currency are not very helpful but 12 pennies equalled 1 shilling and 20 shillings equalled £1. £9.5.6d meant nine pounds, five shillings and sixpence and 14/11 meant fourteen shillings and eleven pence. At decimalisation in 1971 one shilling equalled 5p.
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      1832 – First Parliamentary Reform Bill. First woman’s suffrage petition presented to the House of Commons by Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt.

      1866 – Provisional Petition and Enfranchisement of Women Committees formed in London.

      1867 – Second Reform Bill. John Stuart Mill presented women’s petition to Parliament. Manchester National Society for Women’s Suffrage founded, Lydia Becker, its driving force. Followed by London National Society which included Millicent Garrett Fawcett.

      1881 – Women enfranchised on the Isle of Man.

      1884 – Third Reform Bill. Amendment to include women rejected.

      1897 – Twenty London and provincial societies amalgamated into the NUWSS. Millicent Garrett Fawcett elected President.

      Between 1866 and 1902 some dozen petitions, resolutions and bills for women’s suffrage were presented to the House of Commons. Few proceeded beyond a second reading. Most fell by the wayside.

      1903 – WSPU founded in Manchester by Emmeline Pankhurst.

      1905 – Onset of militancy. Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney arrested and imprisoned in Manchester. Slogans ‘Votes for Women’ and ‘Deeds Not Words’.

      1906 – Liberals led by Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman returned to power in landslide victory. WSPU moved its HQ to London. Arrests and imprisonments in the capital.

      1907 – Split in the WSPU. Breakaway group formed WFL. Non-violent militancy spread. Men’s League for Women’s Suffrage founded.

      1908 – Campbell-Bannerman resigned. H.H. Asquith became Prime Minister.

      1909 – Women’s frustration mounted. First hunger strike followed by forcible feeding. The National League for Opposing Women’s Suffrage formed. Battles over Lloyd George’s Budget. Parliament dissolved.

      1910 – Liberals returned to power with greatly reduced majority. Conciliation Committee to promote agreed Suffrage Bill. Militancy suspended – ‘The Truce’. Conciliation Bill passed its second reading. Further Liberal battles with House of Lords. Second dissolution of Parliament. Women’s march on House of Commons resulted in ‘Black Friday’.

      1911 – Liberals re-elected. Truce reintroduced. Another Conciliation Bill passed its second reading with a large majority. Optimism high. November, the Bill ‘torpedoed’.

      1912 – Mass window-smashing. Labour Party came out in favour of women’s suffrage. NUWSS/Labour alliance. Christabel Pankhurst fled to Paris. Major WSPU split. Reform Bill capable of amendment to include women in the pipeline.

      1913 – January: ruling by the Speaker of the House of Commons scuppered the Reform Bill. Widespread fury. Militant bomb and arson campaigns. Prisoners’ Temporary Discharge for Ill-Health Bill (the ‘Cat-and-Mouse’ Act) introduced. Emily Wilding Davison died from injuries received on Derby Day.

      1914 – Continuing violence. 4 August war declared. Suffragette prisoners released.

      1915 – Women’s Peace Congress in neutral Holland caused NUWSS split. Pacifists resigned.

      1916 – Reform of electoral register to include men serving in armed forces. Speaker’s Conference arranged to discuss inclusion of women. December – Lloyd George Prime Minister.

      1917 – House of Commons passed Clause IV of the Representation of the People Bill which entitled women aged 30 and over with household qualifications to vote.

      1918 – January: House of Lords passed the Bill. February: received Royal Assent. November: Armistice ended the Great War. December: ‘Coupon Election’. 16 women candidates. Only Constance Markievicz elected, as Sinn Fein candidate for South Dublin.

      1919 – NUWSS renamed NUSEC.

      1922–27 – Continuing campaign to equalise the franchise.

      1928 – Fifth Reform Bill. Women entitled to vote on the same terms as men. Emmeline Pankhurst died.

      1929 – General Election. 14 women MPs. Margaret Bondfield first woman Cabinet Minister. Millicent Garrett Fawcett died.
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      1869 – First women in the world enfranchised in the state of Wyoming. Over the next decades other sparsely populated western US states granted women the vote.

      1893 – New Zealand the first country to do so.

      1902 – The Commonwealth of Australia (i.e. women were entitled to vote for their Government but not yet in all the individual states. Victoria was the last in 1908).

      1906 – Finland.

      1908 – Norway limited female suffrage.

      1913 – Norwegian women fully enfranchised.

      1915 – Denmark and Iceland.

      1917 – Newly formed USSR.

      1918 – Canada (as in the USA some provinces had already enfranchised their women).
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