
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Journey to the Vote 

 

Women had been seeking greater representation since the 18th century but the women’s suffrage campaign really took off 

during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. The hard work, dedication and sacrifices made by generations of women    

eventually proved successful in 1918, with the passing of the Representation of the People Act. 

 

The vital role that British women played in the First World War was a major factor in their enfranchisement. Thousands of 

women had supported the war effort by making munitions, working in factories and on farms, driving buses and ambulances, 

nursing the wounded, doing charity work and fundraising. 

 

Although the 1918 Act only granted the vote to a percentage of British women, it marked a real turning point in women’s  

history. In a separate Act later that year, women were allowed to stand as M.Ps and in 1919, Nancy Astor became the first 

woman to take her seat in the House of Commons. Nine years later in 1928, British women were finally granted the same 

voting rights as men. 





The National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. 

The campaign for women's suffrage began in earnest in 1867 with the formation of the first women's suffrage societies. In 1897 these formed 

into a federation, the NUWSS, led by Millicent Fawcett. She believed that if the organisation was seen to be intelligent, polite and law-abiding 

then women would prove themselves responsible enough to participate fully in politics.  

 

Also known as “Suffragists” the NUWSS staged parades, gave speeches, organised fund-raising initiatives and led peaceful deputations to 

Parliament to promote their cause. The leadership of the NUWSS was exclusively middle-class and the Union was primarily in favour of      

extending the vote to middle-class propertied women. However it was soon recognised that the support of working women would also be    

important if real progress was to be made. 

 

Top ( left to right ) Millicent Fawcett addressing the crowd at a Hyde Park rally, 1915; NUWSS members from Reigate who met with the Prime Minister in 1913 

 

Bottom ( left to right ) Banner designed by Mary Lowndes, 1908; NUWSS poster; Scottish NUWSS members petitioning in Dundee. 

The Women’s Social and Political Union. 

The WSPU was formed in 1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst, who had grown frustrated with the slow, peaceful campaign tactics of the NUWSS. 

She believed that a more active organisation which brought together women of all social classes, would draw more attention to the “Votes for 

Women” cause. The Daily Mail described the WSPU as “suffragettes” - this was meant to be derogatory but to Mrs. Pankhurst and her  

followers it became a term of honour. 

 

The WSPU motto was “Deeds Not Words” and from 1912 members participated in increasingly militant activity. In addition to staging vast 

rallies and leading demonstrations to lobby Parliament, some women engaged in window-breaking, arson, blowing up pillar-boxes and 

chaining themselves to the railings of high profile buildings. Many suffragettes were jailed for their actions and a large number went on    

hunger-strike, enduring horrific forced feeding by prison staff - for some, this had a lasting impact on their health.  
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Top ( left to right ): Emmeline Pankhurst being arrested near Buckingham Palace, 1913; WSPU emblem; Suffragette rally, 1909 

 

Bottom ( left to right ): Suffragette newspaper seller, 1911; Emily Wilding Davison is flung into the air after seeking to promote “Votes for Women” by grabbing 

the reins of the King’s horse at the 1913 Derby. She later died from her injuries; A suffragette being force-fed by prison staff, c.1913. 




