Why had the vote not been won by 1914?
Male attitude towards votes for women
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Male prejudice still existed despite the arguments put forward by women’s groups.

A generally held view was that women in the later 19th century were considered to be second class citizens, physically, mentally and morally inferior to men and therefore incapable of voting. It was argued that women and men operated in different ‘spheres’ with their social roles being based on their differing abilities. While men were the protectors of family and the ‘breadwinners’ who had a role to play in government and professional life, woman by contrast, should focus on rearing the children and do ‘good deeds’ in charitable religious and educational work. As was said in a parliamentary debate in 1872, “we regard women as something to admire, to love .  . . . she is the silver lining which lights the cloud of man’s existence.” Therefore, for many men there was no place for women in politics. Such attitudes of the majority MPs and working class men in British society delayed women’s suffrage as for it to occur they needed the support of the ‘dominant’ and powerful group in society i.e. Men.     
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Female attitudes towards votes for women
Very few women initially supported women’s fight for suffrage. In fact many women were strongly against giving women the vote or any form of education for women or rights. As Sarah Sewell, herself opposed to women’s suffrage said, “profoundly educated women rarely make good wives or mothers.” She continued that such educated women, “seldom have much knowledge of pies and puddings . . . . nor do they enjoy the interesting work of attending to small children.” Therefore, in her and many other women’s eyes, many well off middle class women were not even capable to be a mother never mind have the vote. Queen Victoria was also greatly against women’s suffrage and described the women’s suffrage campaign as “that mad wicked folly of women’s rights.” 
Also, the Anti Suffrage campaign used such views as effective propaganda to persuade people that most women did not want change and were happy as they were. 
Politicians view towards votes for women
[image: image4.jpg]


Although most male politicians were against votes for women for chauvinistic reasons, Conservatives and Liberals were also against it for political reasons. The Conservatives were solidly against votes for women, (although former Prime Minister Disraeli had argued in favour of women’s suffrage.) The main fear of the Conservatives was that women, once enfranchised would vote for the Liberals, or even worse, the Labour party. The Liberals, although more in favour of women’s suffrage, voiced similar concerns to those of the Conservatives, namely, that women might vote for the opposition party. 
Thus, no political party totally supported women’s suffrage. Although Labour was in favour they wanted universal male suffrage first rather than extending the existing property based system to women. Therefore, for the political parties it was easier to avoid the issue of women’s suffrage, rather than take the risk of losing power. In all cases, political party leaders were not prepared to risk a split in their party over the issue of women’s votes.

The Liberal government was not in favour for various reasons: They asked which women were to have the vote? 
Option 1.

All women over 21.

Option 2.

Women householders and the wives of householders.

Option 3.

Women householders only.
If all women over 21 were given the vote, were all remaining men who did not have the vote to be given it also? The Conservatives did not want this, either because they felt people of this age were too young or because they felt only people who owned a house should have a say in running the country. It would not hurt them that they felt such people were more likely to be Conservative voters. Thus many Liberal M.P.s would not vote for this option which might benefit the Conservatives.
The Labour party were against the option of householders only getting the vote as they argued that very few working class people owned their own homes and that this option would favour the rich. Again the third option would give only rich widows and spinsters the vote, thus again favouring the Conservative party.

This stance of the main political parties therefore delayed votes for women.    

The Women’s movement was chronically divided.
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Initially all women fighting for suffrage fought under the one umbrella in the form of the NUWSS (Suffragists) formed in 1897 led by Millicent Fawcett. They wanted to gain the vote by using peaceful tactics such as protest marches and petitions, mainly to enfranchise middle class property owning women. The NUWSS were not totally ineffective, however, some became disenchanted with the peaceful protests as they felt they were making no impact on politicians or the public. The most famous defector from the NUWSS was Emmiline Pankhurst, who with her daughters created the WSPU (Women’s Social and Political Union also known as the Suffragettes) in 1903 who believed in violence to gain the vote. Therefore, lack of unity in the women’s movement delayed women’s suffrage as although they were fighting for the same goal, they had different methods of how to get it.  
By 1914 the Women’s Suffrage movement was chronically divided over what tactics to use to gain the vote. The NUWSS , loosely called the Suffragists, consisted of no fewer than 16 separate suffrage groups and the WSPU, the Suffragettes, went through 7 bitter splits in the first ten years of its life.
The autocratic leadership style of the Pankhursts
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The splits in the WSPU were largely due to dissatisfaction with the way the Pankhursts ran the movement. Their increasingly autocratic and dictatorial style of leadership lost them support. They would allow the membership of the WSPU no say at all in the decision making and demanded absolute obedience from everyone around them which caused much bitterness among their supporters. One disillusioned suffragette complained that ‘although Mrs Pankhurst wishes women to have votes, she will not allow them to have opinions’. 

The Pankhursts also became increasingly obsessed with issues of sex and prostitution. They seemed to take these issues to extremes, becoming stridently anti-male, ruthlessly dropping even the most loyal of their male supporters from the WSPU. Christabel claimed in 1913 that men were little more than carriers of venereal disease. As a result of such views, many dismissed them as mere cranks.
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The failure to win support of Working Class women
Another weakness of the women’s suffrage movement that delayed it was the fact that it did not have the support of working class women, (who made up the majority of women in Britain).  As well as this the Suffragette leadership was at best indifferent to working class support and, by 1912 were increasingly opposed to it. In 1907 the WSPU had changed its stated aim from’ Votes for Women on the same terms as it may be granted to men’ to ‘ tax paying women are entitled to the parliamentary vote’. This therefore alienated many women who did not work (due to being a mother). It also convinced Labour and the Liberals, not to mention the NUWSS, that the WSPU was, to all intents and purposes, a stooge for the Conservative Party. Without such a large number of women supporting women’s suffrage, and no support from political parties, it was difficult for the movement to gain any momentum to make the government take action.  

Violence
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The most controversial and divisive aspect of the campaign was the suffragettes use of violence. The violent tactics of the Suffragettes lost support. The government could never be seen to give in to violence because this would encourage other pressure groups to similar tactics. No other issue split the women’s movement so decisively. Being disenchanted with peaceful tactics the WSPU began a campaign of militant tactics by smashing windows, pouring acid on golf courses and letter boxes, burning buildings and attacking M.Ps hoping such tactics would make politicians take note. Such extreme tactics further split the women’s suffrage movement as many women were horrified at the use of such violence and preferred the tactics of the NUWSS. It became hard to see what 10 years of violent campaign had to show. Middle class activists of the NUWSS were dismayed to see the effects of their hard work jeopardised by the suffragette tactics. This is clear by the fact membership of the NUWSS rose during the militant tactics of the Suffragettes. Such violent tactics also proved to politicians that women could not be trusted with the vote, delaying the vote further. Therefore, it is quite clear that a main reason for women not gaining the vote earlier was that the movement was split between peaceful and violent protest.  
This preoccupation with violence did nothing to endear the cause of votes for women to male politician’s therefore delaying women’s suffrage and hardened attitudes against them in parliament. They appeared to go out of their way to heckle and alienate Liberal ministers like Lloyd George and Churchill who were actually in favour of female suffrage.

As the historian David Morgan said about the violence of the Suffragettes, “whilst it kept the Suffrage pot boiling (it) served little real purpose, losing in Parliament more supporters than were gained and hardening enemies as little else could have.”     

The attitude of the Prime Minister
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The Leader of the Liberal party and Prime Minister from 1908-1916 Herbert Asquith was openly against votes for women, despite other senior figures in the Liberal party, such as Lloyd George and Winston Churchill being for votes. The violence alienated him, and where so much depended on his personal attitude, this was a fatal mistake. The violence not only repulsed Asquith personally but made it virtually impossible for him to bend on the issue even had he wished to since it would appear that he was backing down in the face of threats. Asquith was simply showing that the government could not be dictated to. This disapproval and opposition of a Prime Minister, where he used all sorts of delaying tactics proved to be a formidable hurdle for the cause of votes for women and made it difficult for those campaigning for votes for women to get their demands heard in parliament. These reasons also delayed women getting the vote.                 

The government’s priorities
There is a danger of overestimating the importance of the issue to Asquith’s government. Most Bills aimed at getting women the vote were Private Members Bills which had little chance of success without official government backing. The government’s main concerns at this time were the battle with the House of Lords and the showdowns with the Trade Unions and the Nationalists and Unionists in Ireland, not to mention the naval race with Germany and the increasingly unstable political situation in Europe. Therefore, with more pressing political issues Female suffrage was essentially an issue of major but secondary importance. To some extent it was unfortunate that the issue of female suffrage occurred at the same time with the more titanic struggles in Ireland, Europe and the House of Lords.
Hardening attitudes inside and outside of parliament
The suffragette campaign undoubtedly hardened attitudes against them, both inside and outside of parliament. There were concerns that if given the vote women would swamp parliament with ‘female’ issues of social reform or education. Some men resented the idea that women might get the vote and yet be exempt from military service. The suffragette campaign seemed to justify the widely held belief that women were not physically or mentally stable enough to be trusted with the vote. Many trade unionists were opposed to full female suffrage because it would mean a majority female electorate and finally, there was a low level of public support and a generally hostile national press.
World War 1

By 1914 most leading Suffragettes were in jail due to their militant tactics and the Suffragists were relatively quiet in their campaign. It is clear that politicians were not yet ready to accept women’s suffrage by 1914 due to the Suffragettes militant tactics, however, more important events occurred in 1914 that made women’s campaign for the vote insignificant. World War 1 broke out in August 1914. All campaigning by both Suffragettes and the Suffragists was suspended as they focused their attention on the war effort. Many took over the jobs of men and proved that they were as capable as men. The War ended in 1918 and certain women over the age of 30 were granted the vote. However, although the fight for women’s suffrage was delayed by the war from 1914-18 it is difficult to say that if the war had not occurred then suffrage may have been granted by politicians as it was the war that gave women as chance to prove that they were just as good as men. Yet, overall the war did delay women’s suffrage resulting in it not becoming an issue again until the war was won in 1918.  

