
The Struggle for Women's Suffrage—a timeline
1865 A group of women in London formed a discussion group called the 

Kensington Society.  On 21st November 1865, the women discussed the 
topic of parliamentary reform: "Is the extension of the Parliamentary 
suffrage to women desirable, and if so, under what conditions?”  The 
women thought it was unfair that women were not allowed to vote in 
parliamentary elections, and therefore determined to draft a petition asking 
Parliament to grant women the vote.  

1866 On 7th June 1866 the women of the Kensington Society took their petition 
with 1,500 signatures to Henry Fawcett and John Stuart Mill, two MPs who 
supported universal suffrage.  Mill added an amendment to the 1867 Reform
Act that would give women the same political rights as men; it was defeated
by 196 votes to 73, in consequence of which the disappointed yet undeterred
members of the Kensington Society—including Lydia Becker, Millicent 
Fawcett, and Harriet Taylor who with her husband John Stuart Mill co-
authored the books The Enfranchisement of Women (1868) and The 
Subjection of Women (1869)—went on to form the London Society for 
Women's Suffrage of which John Stuart Mill was appointed president.
The London Society for Women's Suffrage held several meetings every year
over the coming years, with Millicent Garrett Fawcett emerging as its most 
important member. She went on speaking tours on behalf of the women's 
movement.
Soon afterwards similar societies were formed in other large towns in 
Britain.  In Manchester, for example, Lydia Becker and others formed the 
Manchester Women's Suffrage Committee, which some years later would be
influential in drawing Emmeline Pankhurst to the women's suffrage 
movement.

1870 Members of Parliament Jacob Bright and Sir Charles Wentworth Dilke 
introduced what would be the first women's suffrage bill. Undeterred by its 
defeat, Bright then introduced another Women's Suffrage Bill in 1871; again
it was defeated.

1872 A Central Committee for Women's Suffrage was established in London, the 
first meeting of the new group was held on 17th January 1872. Members of 
the group included Florence Nightingale and future NUWSS leader 
Millicent Garrett Fawcett.
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1884 Left-wing Liberal MPs James Stuart and Henry Fawcett, both strong 
supporters of women's suffrage and among the 79 Liberal MPs who asked 
Prime Minister William Gladstone to recognise the claim of women's 
householders to the vote, tried hard to persuade Gladstone of the need for 
electoral reform.  Gladstone authorized his Chief Whip to tell Liberal MPs 
that if the votes-for-women amendment were carried the bill would be 
dropped and the government would resign. He explained that “I am myself 
not strongly opposed to every form and degree of the proposal, but I think 
that if put into the Bill it would give the House of Lords a case for 
postponing it and I know not how to incur such a risk.”

1897 Seventeen regional women's suffrage societies joined together to form the 
National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) with Millicent 
Fawcett elected as president.  Their core demand was for "the vote for 
women on the same terms as it is or may be granted to men”.  By 1914 the 
NUWSS had over 600 societies and an estimated 100,000 members.

1903 Isabella Ford, national executive committee member of the Independent 
Labour Party (ILP) as well as from 1907 an executive committee member of
the NUWSS, persuaded the ILP leadership that “socialists should support 
the struggle of women, just as women should support socialism”.  Philip 
Snowden pointed out that if only middle-class women got the vote this 
would favour the Conservative Party; Isabella Ford thought that as large 
number of working-class males did not have the vote, the ILP should be 
demanding “full adult suffrage”, this also being the view of Sylvia 
Pankhurst. 

1903 Emmeline Pankhurst disaffiliates from the Labour Party and breaks away 
from the NUWSS to form the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU) 
which, unlike the NUWSS, is to have an exclusively female membership.  
The main objective was to gain, not universal suffrage, the vote for all 
women and men over a certain age, but votes for women, “on the same basis
as men”.1 This meant winning the vote not for all women but for only the 

1 The forming of the WSPU upset both the National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) and 
the Labour Party, the only party at the time that supported universal suffrage. They pointed out that in 
1903 only a third of men had the vote in parliamentary elections. On the 16th December 1904, The 
Clarion published a letter from Ada Nield Chew, attacking WSPU policy: "The entire class of wealthy 
women would be enfranchised, that the great body of working women, married or single, would be 
voteless still, and that to give wealthy women a vote would mean that they, voting naturally in their own
interests, would help to swamp the vote of the enlightened working man, who is trying to get Labour 
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small stratum of women who could meet the property qualification. As one 
critic suggested, it was “not votes for women” but “votes for ladies”.  Early 
members included Christabel Pankhurst, Sylvia Pankhurst, Adela Pankhurst,
Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, Annie Kenney, Ethel Smyth, Emily Davison, 
Charlotte Despard, Cicely Hamilton, and Kitty Marion.

1907 Unhappy with the increasingly autocratic leadership of the WSPU, and with 
a concentration of power in the hands of a wealthy middle-class elite, a 
number of women including Charlotte Despard and Teresa Billington-Greig 
broke away to form the non-violent Women's Freedom League.  Most 
members of the Women's Freedom League, were pacifists, and so when the 
First World War was declared in 1914 they refused to become involved in 
the British Army's recruitment campaign.

1908 Mary Humphry Ward became the first president of the Anti-Suffrage 
League, which collected signatures against women having the vote.  In June 
1910 she reported that the movement had 15,000 paying members and 110 
branches and the number who had signed the petition had reached 320,000.

1909 Arrested and imprisoned for activities from disrupting meetings to criminal 
damage and arson, WSPU militants go on hunger strikes .  Prisoners were 
force-fed, released when ill, re-arrested, in a cycle enabled by the Prisoner's 
Temporary Discharge of Ill Health Act, more familiarly known as the Cat 
and Mouse Act.
Common Cause, “the organ of the women's movement for reform”, is 
launched.

1910 Millicent Fawcett and Emmeline Pankhurst both agreed to the idea mooted 
by Henry Brailsford, a member of the Men's League For Women's Suffrage, 
that as a first step towards suffrage he should establish a Conciliation 
Committee for Women's Suffrage to draft a Conciliation Bill that would give
a limited number of women the vote, according to their property holdings 
and marital status.  Lloyd George was convinced that the chief effect of the 
Bill, if it became law, would be to hand more votes to the Conservative 
Party. During the debate on the Conciliation Bill he stated that justice and 
political necessity argued against enfranchising women of property if that 
meant denying the vote to the working class.  And so the Bill failed, and the 
WSPU resumed militant action and its campaign of violence.

men into Parliament".
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1912 Millicent Fawcett, disillusioned with the Liberal Party, forged an electoral 
alliance between the NUWSS and the growing Labour Party, as the only 
political party which really supported women's suffrage.  A special Election 
Fighting Fund was set up in May-June so that the NUWSS could help 
Labour candidates more effectively at by-elections.

1913 Sylvia Pankhurst broke from the WSPU due to its abandonment of 
socialism, its attempts to gain middle class support by arguing in favour of a
limited franchise, and its policy of widespread arson.  With support from 
Keir Hardie, Millie Lansbury, George Lansbury, Nellie Cressall, and others, 
Sylvia Pankhurst founded the East London Federation of Suffragettes, 
renamed the Workers' Suffrage Federation in 1916, and after her visit to 
Moscow and meeting with Lenin in 1917 renamed the Workers' Socialist 
Federation.
Also in 1913, Mary Sheepshanks was persuaded to become secretary of the 
International Women's Suffrage Alliance and the editor of its journal, Ius 
Suffragii (The Law of Suffrage).  Other members of the organisation 
included Millicent Fawcett and Chrystal Macmillan.

1914 Both the NUWSS and the WSPU suspended all political activity until the 
end of the war.  Although all the officers (except for the Treasurer) and ten 
members of the National Executive resigned over the decision not to support
the Women's Peace Congress at the Hague, the fractured NUWSS 
nevertheless supported the war effort, though did not follow the WSPU 
strategy of becoming involved in persuading young men to join the armed 
forces, for example through the 'white feather' campaign.  Sylvia Pankhurst, 
a pacifist who disagreed with the NUWSS's and WSPU's strong support for 
the war, joined with Charlotte Despard to form the Women's Peace Army, 
and later gave strong support to organisations such as the Non-Conscription 
Fellowship.

1918 The 1918 Qualification of Women Act and the 1918 Representation of the 
People Act.  The general election of December 1918 saw just one woman, 
Constance Markiewicz, standing for Sinn Fein, elected to Parliament, 
although as a member of Sinn Fein she refused to take her seat in the House 
of Commons.
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