Why did women eventually win the vote?

Factor 1:  Women’s contribution to the war 
Evidence for the view.
Evidence against the view.
Factor 2:  Change of Prime Minister
Factor 3:  Creation of a Collation Government   

Factor 4:  Fear of resurgence in militancy once the war was over
Factor 5:  Electoral reform required due to the war

Factor 6:  Examples from abroad
To what extent was the granting of the right to vote to women due to their role during the First World War?

Example Introduction

At the end of the First World War in 1918, certain women over the age of 30 were enfranchised by David Lloyd George’s Coalition Government. This marked a milestone in the adoption of full democracy in Britain, as it was the first time that any electoral power had been given to females. Naturally, the reasons behind this enfranchisement are complex. Was it purely due to women’s role during the First World War or where there other factors that contributed to the granting of votes to women in 1918? This essay will attempt to explain the possible reasons behind the granting of the vote to women, making a judgment in the process as to the accuracy of the view that ‘women only received the vote in 1918 on account of their war efforts’. 

Example Historiography

Many historians believe that the main reason for women gaining the vote in 1918 was due to their role in World War 1 and that the government enfranchised them as a ‘thank you.’  However, other historians view this interpretation as weak, naïve and simplistic and argue that women were not enfranchised purely because of their role in World War 1 as the reform act of 1918 did not actually enfranchise those young women (in their teens and twenty’s) who worked in all the key war industries as only certain women over the age of 30 were enfranchised.  Such historians pin point other factors for women gaining the vote such as the work of the suffragettes prior to World War 1 and the governments fear that militant activity would start again after the war, the creation of a Coalition Government and change of Prime Minister in 1916, the fact that a change in voting rights was required as under laws of the time service men would not be eligible to vote on their return, and examples of women’s suffrage from abroad. This essay will therefore attempt to decide whether the granting of the vote to women in 1918 was due to their war work alone, or whether other factors played a more significant role. 

Paragraph 1:  In this paragraph you should give evidence to support the question. Therefore, in this paragraph you look at and explain women’s contribution to the war and how this led to them getting the vote. (Give a quote)  

Many historians, such as Alistair Gray, felt that women gained the vote as a result of their war work on the home front while the men of Britain fought abroad in the Great War. From 1914-1918, women filled the gaps in such areas as industry, engineering and munitions factories, where female numbers almost swelled to 700, 000, along with other such governmental departments in which positions had previously been filled by men, but were now dominated by nearly 200, 000 women. The female population during this time could be seen to envelop almost all aspects of life and society within Britain, from farming to police work. As a result, many felt that when women over 30 were enfranchised in 1918 solely as due to their work during the war, and that this was merely a ‘thank you’ for their efforts. However, there were other factors that other Historians felt played a more dominant role in their enfranchisement, and felt that the vote given to women for their war work was a simplistic and naïve approach to the topic of enfranchisement in 1918. It is certainly true that the efforts of the female population went some way towards convincing the government of their right to vote. 

Paragraph 2:  In this paragraph you give the counter argument and explain why the previous interpretation is weak and simplistic.  Explain why the argument that women got the vote purely because of their war work is weak. (Give a quote)  Directly answer the question.

Many, such as the historian Paul Bartley said, “It would be naïve to believe that women received the right to vote solely for services rendered in the First World War.”  due to the fact that once the war was over, women were promptly ejected from the roles they had accepted and successfully accomplished from 1914 to 1918. This showed that even though women were successful in proving their worth, and were not simply submissive housewives inferior to men, they were still not allowed continue working. Also, most of the women who worked in dangerous fields of work through the handling of dangerous chemicals in various munitions factories and so on, were single and young- around their early 20s, whereas those women who were granted the vote were 30 years old and over, and were usually married to rich property or landowners, therefore deemed as ‘respectable’ ladies worthy of the vote. For the most part, this type of woman did little to aid the war effort, and it is therefore unlikely that the enfranchisement of these women had much to do with their war work. Nevertheless, on balance, it is possible that the war-work of the younger and less well-off generations improved the government’s view of woman as a whole, allowing their enfranchisement to seem more deserved. 

Yet another factor put forward by Historians which weakens the argument that the War work of women resulted in the vote was the French situation occurring with women in France; All those women who had done what British women also did were not granted the vote once the war was over, meaning that either the French government was much harsher on its female population, or that British women were given the vote merely as a coincidence at the end of the war. It can therefore be seen that Alistair Gray’s argument, among others, is seemingly weak and, indeed, simplistic and shows that although the War was effective in showing that women were effective and efficient workers who proved their worth, the War was not entirely responsible for their enfranchisement. However, there are also recognisable arguments against this view which make is significantly less likely that the role of women during WWI contributed to their enfranchisement. 

Remember you can give the rest of the reasons given by historians as to why women got the vote in your own order. Just make sure it matches the layout in your historiography.  
Paragraph 3:  Here give the argument put forward by historians that women got the vote in 1918 because of the militant tactics of the Suffragettes before the war and the fear of politicians that militancy would reoccur if women were not enfranchised.  Directly answer the question.            

In addition, one argument which has definite weight is that the coalition government feared that suffragette militancy would re-commence after the war and could further damage war-battered Britain. The government felt obliged to grant limited enfranchisement to appease the suffragettes. As put by the historian Constance Rover, “it was obvious that the [militant] campaign would recommence once the war was over if nothing was done to enfranchise women.”  Very often, credit has been given to the suffragette campaigns of the pre-war years led by Emmeline Pankhurst. Some historians credit the suffragettes with having persuaded men of their right to vote with their willingness to die for their cause (as in the case of Emily Davison, the suffragette who threw herself under the King’s horse). However, while the suffragette campaigns certainly publicized their cause, this essay will argue that the damage they perpetrated did little to enhance their reputation or build men’s trust in them. Therefore, it was not so much the suffragette campaigns themselves but more the fear of the resumption of these campaigns which prompted the government to grant votes for women. It can therefore be seen that the War may not have been the sole cause for women gaining the vote in 1918.  
Paragraph 4:  Here give the argument put forward by historians that women got the vote in 1918 due to the creation of a Coalition Government and a change in Prime Minister. Explain this telling me if this helped women get the vote. Directly answer the question.

Yet another factor put forward by various Historians, is the change of government within Britain. The early war Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith, was forcefully anti-women’s suffrage, while the later Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, was more in favour of women’s suffrage. Lloyd George, who felt that the enfranchisement of women was a necessity, brought into office the likes of Balfour, Bonar Law, Arthur Henderson and Lord Robert Cecil who were all also in favour of giving the vote to women. Many feel that the change of government- switching from one of a Chauvinistic nature to that of pro- enfranchisement, aided greatly in getting the vote for women, as opposed to the War effort. A further argument forwarded by historians is that the installation of a cross-party coalition government during the war helped to obtain votes for women as the parties were able to communicate more freely and could reach some sort of agreement on the issue. Due to the power which the Prime Minister wielded during the war and relative compliancy of the coalition government, it can be safely concluded that David Lloyd George was a major factor in the eventual enfranchisement of women. 

Paragraph 5:  Here give the argument put forward by historians that women got the vote in 1918 due to the fact that voting rights had to change for returning service men, so why not had women to the enfranchisement. Explain this stating if this helped women get the vote. Directly answer the question.                     

Yet another factor that was put forward by various Historians was the issue of soldier’s returning home from the War. In order for men to vote, a permanent area of residency was necessary for a minimum of one year, but many lost this as a result of moving for the cause of the War. Naturally, the government felt obliged to change the law in order to allow returning soldiers to vote, and some historians have argued that the government merely decided to enfranchise women at the same time. However, this argument is weak as it is illogical to believe that the sudden need for an unrelated regulation change prompted the enfranchisement of women when for 100 year previous, women had been denied this right to vote despite the increasing enfranchisement of men. Therefore, the need for a change in men’s voting rules probably had little or no bearing on the 1918 enfranchisement of women. 

Politicians had already come together in order to discuss and analyse the Enfranchisement situation in June, 1917, months before the War was actually over, indicating that the war was not of sole responsibility in gaining the vote for women, but that parties had united for the cause of enfranchisement as opposed to individual party advantage and benefit. 

Paragraph 6:  Here give the argument put forward by historians that women got the vote in 1918 as other countries had enfranchised women.  How could Britain  (the mother of parliaments) be seen not to be left behind by other countries. Explain this telling me if this helped women get the vote. Directly answer the question.   

Finally, one of the major factors that swung the vote for women was the fact that democracy was spreading all across the world in which their enfranchisement was becoming a fast adopted trend. The example being set overseas by British colonies such as New Zealand, Canada and Australia along with Norway and four American states who were already enfranchising their women  would have been humiliating for Britain, the ‘Mother’ of all Parliaments if they stopped their own people from receiving the vote. It is therefore clear that women’s war work was not the main cause for their eventual enfranchisement in 1918. This, however, is probably a minor factor, although it is clear that there were other more significant factors behind the government’s change in policy. 

Conclusion

Overall, it is clear that although the war was important in giving women a platform to show their value and contributed to a change in attitude towards women, it was not the sole reason for women being enfranchised.  This is clear from the fact that those women enfranchised in 1918 were respectable well off women over 30 and not the young single women who worked so hard and contributed to the war.  Also, once the war was over, women were ejected from their work and were not allowed to resume their positions within their fields of work. Equally, the example of the French situation with women was of a clear and finely tuned example that the War was not a cause of enfranchisement. Also, other factors played a part in women gaining the vote such as a fear of a return of militant tactics if women were not enfranchised, the creation of a Coalition Government and the removal of Asquith as Prime Minister, the fact that electoral reform was required anyway as it would have been morally wrong for those men they forced to fight not to have the vote so why not allow women the vote and finally the examples of other countries enfranchising women contributed to women over the age of 30 gaining the vote in 1918. Therefore, it is clear that the view of ‘women’ only receiving the vote in 1918 on account of their war work’ is overly-simplistic and cannot be considered accurate to any real degree. There were other more significant factors which must be considered and it was the combination of all these factors which led to the enfranchisement of women in 1918. 

