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	Suffrage means those people allowed by law to vote in government elections.

In the early Victorian period, women were not allowed to vote. It was assumed, by men, that women simply would not be able to understand the voting process. 

On 20th May 1867 parliament discussed the idea of allowing women to vote for the first time but the majority of MPs did not want to allow women to vote. 

	The arguments given against women having the vote were often the same as the arguments in favour of women having the vote.

There was concern that if women were allowed to vote then they would also be able to become members of Parliament.

If women were allowed to vote, then all those who had to obey the law should also be allowed to vote

That women’s’ interests were not the same as men’s interests.

That if women’s interests were the same as men’s’ then it was not worth giving them the vote.

In 1868 parliament decided that unmarried women who were householders could vote in local elections.

In 1894 it was decided that married women could also vote in local elections. Women were still not allowed to vote in national elections.

	In 1897 when Millicent Fawcett founded the National Union of Women's Suffrage. Millicent Fawcett believed in peaceful protest. She argued that women had to pay taxes the same as men and that they had to obey the same laws as men. Progress was slow and by the beginning of the twentieth century women still did not have the vote.
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	In 1903 Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia founded the Women’s Social and Political Union. They wanted women to have the right to vote and they were not prepared to wait. The Union became known as the Suffragettes. 

They harassed politicians, burned churches, chained themselves to the railings outside Buckingham Palace, shouted abuse outside Parliament and refused to pay taxes.
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	They were imprisoned but went on hunger strike. Still women did not get the vote. In 1913 Emily Davison died after trying to grab the reins of the king’s horse in the Derby. Protests probably would have got more violent but war broke out in 1914. 

Emily Pankhurst instructed the suffragettes to stop the violence and support the war effort. With men away at war, women had to do men’s work in factories and fields. Women proved that they could do the same work as well as men. The war ended in 1918 and in the same year the full vote was given to women of age 30 and older and men age 21 and older. In 1928 all women over the age of 21 were given the vote. They now had the same voting rights as men.

Since 1918 252 women have served as MPs, 161 of these have been Labour MPs. 18 women have held cabinet posts and Margaret Thatcher became Britain’s first female prime minister in 1979



	

	Levels 3-4

1. Make a timeline of events in the history of women gaining the vote.

2. Why were men against women having the vote? (give all reasons)

3. Imagine you are a woman who wants to be able to vote. Write a persuasive letter to parliament giving good reasons why you should be given the vote.

4. You are a suffragette. What can you do to attract attention for your campaign?



	

	Levels 5-6

1. Make a timeline of events in the history of women gaining the vote.

2. Take each argument in turn and analyse why the main arguments for and against women having the vote were often the same.

3. Do you think the suffragettes were justified in using violence in their campaign to gain the vote? Discuss, giving reasons and using examples.

4. Given the difficulties faced by women to gain the vote and the right to be elected to parliament. Why do you think that so few women have become MPs?
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