The Suffragists

By the end of the 19th century many women were beginning to receive a better education (there were female doctors and teachers) and some were allowed to vote in local elections for councils. A few people began to believe that women should be able to vote in general elections – after all, if they were paying taxes to the government should they not have some say in voting for it? These women were known as Suffragists.
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The National Union of Women’s Suffrage (NUWSS) was established in 1897 from an amalgamation of other similar organizations under the leadership of Millicent Fawcett. The Suffragists were mainly middle class and law abiding. In their campaign for the right to vote for women, the Suffragists believed in peaceful persuasion. They wrote pamphlets and letters, held public meetings, sent petitions to the government and held peaceful demonstrations.
Their views could be summed up in the comments of Millicent Fawcett who said in 1911 that 
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1905 Run meetings in almost all constituencies in
the run-up to the General Election.

1907 Hold their first procession.

1908 Lead a deputation to see the Prime Minister.

1909 Fawcett to hold a public debate with her
opponents.

1910 Raise a petition of 280,000 signatures. 9



The NUWSS would ”show the world how to gain reforms without violence, without killing people and blowing up buildings and doing other silly things that men done when they wanted the laws altered”, a swipe at men’s view that women were emotional and irrational. She also saw the movement as a gradualist movement “that was like a glacier” – slow moving but unstoppable.

While many people assumed that the Suffragists were unsuccessful, they did establish a powerful organization with over 500 local branches, which won the support of many politicians. By 1914, they had persuaded half of the M.P.s to support votes for women and it could be argued that their “behind the scenes” approach was actually harmed by the actions of the Suffragettes. During the time of the Suffragette actions the Suffragist membership rose dramatically.
The Suffragists also gained from the general increase in democracy. In previous eras the idea of women voting would have been unthinkable but in the late 19th century it could be voiced. After 1893 the Suffragists were able to draw on the experience of New Zealand and Australia where giving all the women the vote met with an enthusiastic and peaceful response. Several New Zealand politicians came to Britain to speak for the Suffragist cause. Women had also displayed their interest and competence in government through the local government bodies in which they could vote and serve. Mainstream party organizations relied increasingly on women to raise funds, speak at meetings and try to win over voters. Even votes in parliament showed (especially after the Liberal triumph of 1906) a steady swing of support for women’s suffrage. 
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The main problem the Suffragists had was that men were prepared to agree that their approach was rational and responsible but because they were unwilling to break, or even stretch the law, they were easy to ignore. Year after year, a bill was raised to get votes for women and year after year it was thrown out, although as the years went on the margin of defeat became less.

As these years went on some women became impatient with the slow rate of progress and thought that the movement needed more ‘ muscle’ to stop parliament ignoring their demands. 
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