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I


n May 1909, a Member of Parliament (MP) called Augustine Birrell


made a speech at Colston Hall in Bristol. Women were not


allowed to attend the meeting. However, two women, Elsie Howey


and Vera Holme, went to a concert at the hall the evening before


the speech and stayed overnight. They hid inside the organ. When


the women heard Birrell start his speech, they used megaphones


to shout out ‘Votes for Women’ from inside the organ. Men began


to search for them, trying to discover where the strange voices


were coming from. Birrell continued and began to speak about


liberty. At this point, one of the women said, ‘Why don’t you give


women liberty?’. By the time the men searching for the women


had found a ladder to reach the organ, the women had moved to


the other side of the huge musical instrument. Eventually, they


were thrown out of the building. These women were suffragettes.







The suffragettes were full


of ideas like this one


aimed at getting their


message across. That


message was women’s


suffrage: the right for


women to vote in political


elections.


At the beginning of the 19th century,


only men could vote. The fight to


extend voting rights to women lasted


for many years, and involved different


ways of fighting, from peaceful


petitions to the smashing of windows.


It involved passion, bravery and


dedication to the cause. This is the


story of that fight.


Every vote matters


Voting allows people to have a say in how their


country is run. Schools, hospitals, the police,


playgrounds, roads – all these things and more


are affected by which political party is in


power. If the same people vote all the time,


nothing will change. Every vote matters!


Watch this space to find


out when women around


the world got the vote!


Mary Wollstonecraft


Today we take it for granted that women should


have equal rights with men to vote, work and


own property, but over 100 years ago things


were very different. When Mary Wollstonecraft


published her best known book, A Vindication


of the Rights of Woman, in 1792, few people


believed that women were equal to men. In


her book, Wollstonecraft argued for equality


for women – including the right to a better


education and the right to vote.







In the early 1800s, women around


the world began to wonder why they


had no say in politics, even though


they almost always comprised


around 50 per cent of the population.


In Britain, Mary Smith created the


first petition demanding votes for


women in 1832. The petition was


presented to the government on


Mary’s behalf by the MP Henry Hunt,


who was interested in the idea of


giving more people the right to vote.


But the petition was rejected.


In 1866, the government was


discussing a new Reform Bill. In July


of the same year, the Kensington


Society (a group who met to discuss


women’s rights) presented a petition with over 1,500 signatures


to the government. The petition asked for votes for all those who


owned property, regardless of whether they were male or female.


“she paid taxes and therefore did not see


why she should not have a share in the


election of a representative [an MP]”


From Mary Smith’s 1832 petition


to Parliament


Acts and bills


Acts and bills are ways of changing


the law. A suggested new law is


called a bill until it has been


accepted by Parliament. At this


point it is called an act and is


officially part of the law.


Reform acts and bills are ways of


changing existing laws.


John Stuart Mill


John Stuart Mill was the first MP to talk about suffrage for


women as part of his campaign to be elected. He supported the


petition created by the Kensington Society, but it was rejected


by Parliament. Mill continued to fight for women’s right to vote.







The Married Women’s Property Act passed in 1870. It


allowed women to keep up to £200 of their own earnings


(the equivalent of around £22,600 in today’s money). Up to


this point, all money and property belonging to, or earned


by, a married woman went straight to her husband.


What’s yours is mine,


my dear – and what’s


mine is mine, too!


Hmmm …


Until 1870, a women’s earnings


all went to her husband. What


do you think about this? Why do


you think this was the case?







Suffrage societies had existed since the 1860s.


These were groups of women who wanted to


campaign for the right to vote in general


(national) elections. Suffrage societies could


be found all across the UK.


In 1897, a group called the National Union of


Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) was


formed. It brought together seventeen local


suffrage societies, under the leadership of


Millicent Garrett Fawcett. By 1913, nearly


500 local suffrage societies had joined, and


a total of 50,000 women were members.


Millicent Garrett Fawcett first helped to


organise a petition for women’s suffrage at


the age of just 19. Her passion for women’s


suffrage was sparked when she heard


John Stuart Mill speaking on the subject in


1865. In 1867, Fawcett became active in women’s


groups that were fighting for suffrage, and she


went on to become a writer and speaker on


women’s suffrage and other political issues.


Leaflets such as this one were


used by the NUWSS to influence


people’s opinions about


women’s suffrage.







“I cannot say I became a suffragist.


I always was one, from the time I was old


enough to think at all about the principles


of Representative Government.”


Millicent Garrett Fawcett


Fawcett gave her first speech on


women’s suffrage in 1868.


The NUWSS believed that peaceful protest was the way


forward. They lobbied MPs known to be sympathetic to the


idea of women voting. This resulted in the subject being


discussed in Parliament nearly every year between 1870 and


1884. These debates were covered in many newspapers. But


some people thought that it was a waste of time trying to


persuade MPs directly. Building support from ordinary


members of the public would be more effective as it would


put extra pressure on MPs to actually make a change.













































