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Background
Throughout the middle of the 19th century, groups such as the Chartists 
were pushing the government to look at reforming the way in which 
voting happened in England and Wales. The Liberal party, in opposition, 
proposed reforms in 1866, which were dismissed outright by the House of 
Commons.
The following year the Conservative ruling party, led by Lord Derby and 
Benjamin Disraeli, presented a second reform bill. After much discussion 
and to the disgust of many MPs, this bill was passed and became the 
Reform Act 1867. Its provisions gave the vote to men living in urban areas 
who owned property (or who lodged and paid rent of £10 a year), as well 
as agricultural landowners and tenant farmers. The Act almost doubled the 
number of people eligible to vote at that time, but even then still only 1 
man in 3 were entitled to vote. It still failed to give suffrage to women.

The Society for Women’s Suffrage was established in Manchester in 1867 
as a direct result of the omission of women’s votes in the Act, by (amongst 
others) Ursula Mellor Bright, Lydia Becker and Richard Pankhurst.  
Although focussed initially on North West women’s suffrage, it quickly 
began to widen its geographical focus and became a national movement 
later that year, linking up lots of local groups and units. Even from the 
early days it solicited a lot of support, including from the Independent 
Labour Party (ILP) in the North West, though nationally the party retained 
their focus to prioritise votes for working class men. Emmeline Pankhurst 
become increasingly frustrated with the ILP’s limited viewpoint and 
decided to take action herself: On 10th October 1903, she held a meeting 
to form a new organisation (the Women’s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU)) with the intention of undertaking more direct action that had 
been seen previously by the women’s suffrage movement:

“It was on October 10, 1903 that I invited a number of women to my house in 
Nelson Street, Manchester, for purposes of organisation. We voted to call 
our new society the Women’s Social and Political Union, partly to emphasise 
its democracy, and partly to define it object as political rather than 
propagandist. We resolved to limit our membership exclusively to women, 
to keep ourselves absolutely free from party affiliation, and to be satisfied 
with nothing but action on our question. “Deeds, not words” was to be 
our permanent motto”

     Emmeline Pankhurst, In My Own Words 2



This more radical way of thinking began to hit the headlines, with 
incidents like the disturbance of the Liberal Party meeting at the Free 
Trade Hall in Manchester (1905), where Christabel Pankhurst and 
Annie Kenney were imprisoned after interrupting speeches by Winston 
Churchill and Sir Edward Grey.  This group of women became known 
as the Suffragettes and are credited with being the key influence in 
gaining the vote for women in Britain, though there were many different 
organisations, groups and individuals who contributed greatly to the 
cause.

Many Suffragettes started to become disillusioned with the WSPU; both 
in terms of the way that Emmeline Pankhurst was running the groups, or 
with their increasingly violent and disruptive methods. Additional groups 
were set up that supported the Women’s Suffrage movement but that 
preferred to use more traditional lobbying and campaigning methods.  
This helped get their message out to a wider range of supporters and the 
movement gained momentum. 

In 1897, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) was 
formed to bring together all of the different suffrage societies in England, 
Scotland, and Ireland. Millicent Fawcett became president of the NUWSS 
in 1907 and negotiated the terms of the votes for women with the 
government.

In 1918, women over 30 years old were granted the right to vote and to 
stand for Parliament.  The first General Election to be open to women 
was held on 14th December 1918 and 8.5 million women were eligible to 
vote. The Equal Franchise Act (1928) gave women equal voting rights to 
men (i.e. all women aged over 21), which increased the number of eligible 
women to 15 million. 

“Suffragist” is a general term for members of the movement to introduce 
universal suffrage, particularly those advocating giving women the right to 
vote. 

“Suffragette” is particularly associated with activists in the British 
‘Women’s Political and Social Union’ (WSPU), who used more militant 
methods of protest such as vandalism, hunger strikes and 
violence to raise awareness of their cause.
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A Selection of Some of the Inspirational Women Who Played Pivotal Roles in 
the Women’s Suffrage Movement

Lydia Becker 
Lydia Becker was born in Manchester in 1827.   She was educated at 
home and, under the tutorage of her uncle, developed a keen interest 
in botany and natural sciences.  She was one of a handful of women who 
regularly contributed to Charles Darwin’s scientific work and worked to 
promote the involvement of girls and women in science. She attended a 
lecture on women’s suffrage in 1866 given by Barbara Bodichon and was 
instantly captivated.   She set up the Women’s Suffrage Journal in 1870 
and went on to successfully campaign to give women the right to vote in 
local elections as well as in the House of Keys elections in the Isle of Man 
in 1881. She also campaigned successfully to allow women to sit on the 
governing boards of schools and gave talks across the area on women’s 
suffrage, which was incredibly rare at that time.

Edith Garrud
Born in bath in 1872, Edith married William Garrud, a Welsh martial arts 
instructor, and they moved to London in 1893. They continued with their 
Jujitsu training and took over a martial arts school in London’s Golden 
Square, after the former owner and their friend moved away. Edith 
became one of the first women martial arts instructors in the West and 
taught Jujitsu to local girls and women, carrying out demonstrations of 
the art around the area with her husband. At this time, the WSPU were 
becoming more violent and were keen to know more about self-defence 
and martial arts techniques, so they booked William and Edith to carry 
out a demonstration at one of their meetings.  William was poorly so Edith 
went without him:  both parties were impressed with what they saw and 
Edith became the Jujitsu instructor for the movement, holding training 
classes for Suffragettes in secret locations around London. With the 
introduction of the ‘Cat and Mouse’ Act in 1913, the Suffragettes created 
an elite force of bodyguards, to protect their members who were at risk 
of re-arrest. Edith became the self-defence and martial arts trainer to 
the bodyguards and developed a formidable reputation, not least due to 
the fact that her bodyguards were well-trained, prepared to fight, ready 
for arrest and armed! (They often wore wooden batons under their 
dresses, to use against the police officers’ truncheons).
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Eleanor Rathbone
Eleanor Florence Rathbone was born in 1872 in Liverpool. Her father was 
William Rathbone VI, a highly-respected philanthropist, social reformer 
and Liberal MP. As was common at that time, she was educated at home, 
but went on to be awarded a place at Somerville College, Oxford in 1893.  
Just 4 years later, Eleanor was appointed Parliamentary Secretary for 
the Liverpool Women’s Suffrage Society and became the first woman to 
be elected to Liverpool City Council in 1909.  She worked hard for social 
change and fought to abolish the slums of Liverpool, improve education, 
increase wages and reform working hours. In 1913, she co-founded the 
Liverpool Women Citizen’s Association, to promote the involvement 
of women in politics, and formed the 1918 Club for women, which is 
still going strong today and is thought to be the oldest women’s forum 
in existence.  She successfully negotiated the terms of the changes to 
women’s suffrage in the Representation of the People Act (1918). In 1919, 
Eleanor was elected president of the National Union of Societies for Equal 
Citizenship (formerly the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies), 
succeeding Millicent Fawcett.

Sophia Duleep Singh
Sophia Duleep Singh was born in England in 1876.  She was the daughter 
of the Maharaja Duleep Singh, the last ruler of the Sikh empire who was 
removed from the throne in Punjab during the Anglo-Sikh war. He was 
exiled to Britain where he fell into favour with the royal household; 
he married and he and his family were given a home in the grounds of 
Hampton Court Palace, where Sophia (who was the god-daughter of Queen 
Victoria) was known to sell the Suffragette magazine. Sophia was involved 
in the Suffragette march to House of Commons on 18 November 1910, 
which became known as ‘Black Friday’ as the violence and assaults against 
the women protesters met with national outrage. Sophia was also a well-
known member of the Women’s Tax Resistance League, refusing to pay her 
taxes and publicly stating “no vote; no taxes”.
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Edith Rigby
Edith Rigby was born in Preston in 1872. She was passionate about social 
reform and worked hard to improve the working conditions of the women 
who worked in Preston’s many mills and factories. She also established 
St Peter’s school, with the intention of providing free education to girls 
and women in the town. In 1907, she set up the Preston branch of the 
Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), holding regular meetings and 
recruitment drives from her house in Winkley Square. (Winkely Square 
used to be the home of the Girlguiding North West England HQ until we 
moved to our new premises a few years ago).  She was well-known for her 
activism; she is best known for burning down Lord Levenhulme’s home (it 
was empty at the time!) and throwing black puddings at the local MP (she 
thought that black pudding was more degrading than eggs or flour). Edith 
was incarcerated on more than one occasion for her protests. She was 
also the first woman to ride a bicycle in Preston…in bloomers, much to the 
horror of the local vicar, who feared for her soul.

Emmeline Pankhurst
Emmeline Pankhurst was born Emmeline Goulden in Moss Side in 
Manchester in 1858. She attended a talk about women’s suffrage aged 14 
and began to support local groups and committees who were beginning to 
raise awareness and gather support.

In 1903, frustrated with the lack of progress of the existing groups and 
political parties, she decided to create a women-only group focused solely 
on voting rights and using much more radical methods.  With the outbreak 
of the First World War in 1914, and after negotiating an agreement with 
the government that all imprisoned Suffragettes would be released, she 
called a halt to the WSPU demonstrations and urged women to get behind 
the war effort. This proved to be an astute move, as the contributions 
of women during wartime helped convince those amongst the British 
government who weren’t swayed by the other methods, to agree to 
women’s suffrage.   When the Act came into force in 1918, only women 
who owned property or were worth more than a minimum requirement 
(or who were married to a man met that criteria) were entitled to 
vote. Emmeline Pankhurst died aged on 14 June 1928 shortly before 
Parliament gave women voting rights on par with those of their male 
counterparts on 2 July 1928.
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Millicent Fawcett
Millicent Fawcett was born Millicent Garret in 1847 in Aldeburgh, Suffolk.   
As a teenager, she was sent with her sister to boarding school in London, 
where she began to attend lectures and talks on the principles of universal 
suffrage and gender equality.  Her interest and support of the cause was 
strengthened as she developed friendships with John Stuart Mills and his 
radical friends – later marrying the Brighton MP Henry Fawcett who was a 
staunch supporter of the move to give women the vote. After witnessing 
her sister’s struggle to become a doctor, she resolved to dedicate her 
life to improving the lives of women: as well as women’s suffrage, she 
actively campaigned for the promotion and development of educational 
opportunity for women as well as improving women’s situations oversees.  
She became a member of London WSPU’s Executive Committee in 1867 
(aged just 19), she co-founded Newham College (Cambridge University) 
in 1875 and, in 1890, she was elected President of the National Union 
of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS); the largest campaign group for 
women’s suffrage at that time.  She distanced herself from the Suffragette 
movement and the activities of the Women’s Political and Social Union 
(WSPU) believing instead that women could gain the vote through lobbying 
and traditional campaigning rather than violence.  

She attended parliament to witness the passing of the bill to give women 
the right to vote in 1918 and, subsequently, to give women equal voting 
rights to men in 1928.  She is quoted as saying that she was proud to 
have witnessed the women’s suffrage movement from beginning to end.   
Millicent died a year later. Today, the Fawcett Society continues to teach 
younger generations about the struggle for women’s suffrage and supports 
women to continue the fight for gender equality.

Flora Drummond
Flora Drummond was born in Manchester in 1878 but grew up on Arran, 
before returning to Manchester after she got married in 1898. She became 
active in the fight for gender equality after experience how difficult 
it was to get well-paid work as a woman. She was well-educated and 
intelligent, yet found it hard to get a job outside of the factory floors, 
earning less than the men who were carrying out the same roles. She was 
a key personality in the Suffragette movement; employed by the 
WSPU as their main organiser of demonstrations and getting 
arrested nine times over the course of her involvement. She 
was described as a confident public speaker and earned the 
nickname ‘The General’ as she regularly led WSPU rallies riding 
a large horse and wearing a military-style uniform with an 
officers’ cap.
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In her later life, Flora Drummond (now Flora Simpson after remarrying 
in 1922) denounced her former socialist views and began to associate 
more with the far-right ideologies emerging at the time. She established 
the Women’s Guild of Empire, an organisation aimed fuelling patriotism 
amongst working-class women and rejecting left-wing ideas.  

She died in 1949.

Catherine Marshall 
Catherine was born in 1880 in Harrow on the Hill, before moving up to 
the Lake District when her father retired. She joined the WSPU in London 
however wasn’t an active member – this changed when she moved to 
Keswick and began to set up stalls to sell and promote Suffragist and 
Suffragette literature.   With her mother, she also drove a caravan around 
the area to promote the movement and encourage participation in the 
rural areas of the county.  

In 1911, she joined the leadership of the NUWSS, leading the press 
department and representing the movement at events abroad, such as the 
Women’s International Congress in The Hague in 1915. She later became 
the Parliamentary Secretary for the NUWSS and began to work directly 
with key politicians to further the campaign. She was also successful 
in encouraging local groups to lobby their own MPs. She resigned from 
the NUWSS in March 1915 but remained an active supporter of women’s 
suffrage and non-violent methods of bringing about change.  She was 
instrumental in setting up Britain’s part of the Women’s International 
League for Peace and Freedom.
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Hannah Mitchell 
Hannah Mitchell was born in 1871 in Derbyshire. Whilst her brothers were 
educated and sent out to work, Hannah received only two weeks of formal 
schooling and was made to work on the family farm or in the home.   She 
railed against this and, after a row with her mother about the differences 
in the way she and her brothers were treated, she was badly beaten and 
ran away from home. Aged just 14, she found herself in Lancashire and got 
a job as a dressmaker.  She continued to fight against the discrimination 
of women and became a key figure in the women’s suffrage movement 
in Bolton. In 1904, she became a member of the local WSPU and her 
husband, fully supportive of her activities, became the bodyguard for the 
group as anti-Suffragette feelings grew.  

Like many others in the WSPU, Mitchell objected the way important 
decisions were made without consulting fellow members and she became 
increasingly despondent with the violence and vandalism they were 
using. In 1907, she joined the Women’s Freedom League; an organisation 
set up by Suffragettes opposed to Emmeline Pankhurst’s methods and 
stranglehold on the WSPU. In 1924 Hannah Mitchell was elected to 
Manchester City Council and she remained a prominent public and political 
figure until she retired. She died in 1956.
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