
The Changing Role of Women

Learning Objective: 
To find out about the women’s suffrage movement. 
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How did rich women spend 
their time? 

What was life like for women in the 19th century?

How did poor women spend 
their time? 

Think, pair, share your ideas. 
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Poor women Middle- and upper-class women

• Many women had to work to earn money 
for their families.  

• Women were only able to work in a few 
areas, such as domestic service or 
factories. 

• As well as working, 
women were expected 
to take care of the 
home and family by 
doing all the cooking, 
cleaning and 
childcare.  

• Women were often 
paid less for doing the 
same work as men. 

• Most families had servants to do most of 
the housework for them, including 
childcare.  

• Women were supposed to be educated but 
only so they could have dinner party 
conversations. They weren’t supposed to 
know more than men.

• Women’s lives were 
governed by strict rules 
of social etiquette.  

• Women lived lives of 
leisure and boredom 
with no purpose other 
than to go to parties and 
call on their friends. 
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Towards the end of the 19th century, many women were becoming more 
vocal about the injustice of their place in society. Women were generally 
viewed as people who needed to be protected and who were  incapable of 
leading independent lives or making their own decisions. Many women 

wanted to dispel this lie and prove that women were just as intelligent and 
competent as men. 

Of course, women had 
spoken out about their status 

within society before now 
but changes to everyday life 

during the Victorian era 
meant that women’s 

movements became more 
numerous and organised. 

How do you think the 
changes during the 

early 19th century had 
an effect on the number 
of women speaking out 
against their position? 
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One of the main things that women started to question was 
why they were unable to vote. The right to vote in political 

elections is known as suffrage. 

Why do you think the 
question of women’s suffrage 

was important to Victorian 
women? 
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There are many reasons why women wanted to be 
able to vote. Firstly, they lived in society, just as men 

did, and wanted to have the same rights as men to 
decide how their country was run. Being able to vote 

also meant that they could influence the laws that 
governed their lives. Whilst it was only men who were 
able to vote and men who were able to make the laws, 
women would never be able to become equal citizens.  

It was not only women who wanted equal suffrage. 
Many men, even some Members of Parliament, were 

for universal suffrage but most men still believed that 
women would not understand what they were doing if 

they voted. They thought women were not 
knowledgeable enough to be trusted to make 

important decisions. 
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In the 1850s and 1860s there were already many radical 
political groups who spoke out against the established 

order. There were already movements to encourage the 
higher education of women and to allow women to 

qualify as doctors, lawyers and other professions. In 
1867, the London Society for Women’s Suffrage was 

formed. They wrote many papers on women’s right to 
vote and presented them to parliament. 

This is the first page of a 
pamphlet written by Josephine 

Butler, a member of the 
London Society for Women’s 

Suffrage, in 1868.
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In 1897, the National Union of Women’s Suffrage 
Societies (NUWSS) was formed out of the many 

suffrage groups that had developed since 1867. It was 
led by Millicent Fawcett who aimed to bring attention 
to the women’s suffrage movement through peaceful 

means, such as marches and petitions. 
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The NUWSS  continued their campaigning for several years. They continued to behave 
in a peaceful and lawful manner to prove that women could be responsible. They 

increased the awareness of the women’s movement but were unsuccessful in getting 
enough support from parliament to be granted  suffrage. 

In 1903, a new group, the Women’s 
Social and Political Union (WSPU) was 
formed by Emmeline Pankhurst. She 
was frustrated at the slow progress of 

the movement and decided that a more 
militant and forceful approach needed 

to be taken if women were ever to be 
given the vote. 

Can you see what the 
motto of the WSPU was? 
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‘Deeds not words’ was the motto the WSPU lived by. An article written by The 
Daily Mail called the women of the WSPU the ‘suffragettes’ in an attempt to 
ridicule the women but it didn’t work. They adopted the term and said they 

were going to be the ‘suffraGETtes’ because they would get the vote!

Annie 
Kenney and 
Christabel 
Pankhurst 
(Emmeline’s 
daughter)

A 
meeting 
of the 
WSPU
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The suffragettes organised marches, chained themselves to railings, 
smashed windows, set fire to buildings and did many other things to gain 

attention for their cause and to force the authorities to act. Many 
suffragettes were imprisoned. In jail, they often went on hunger strike to 

become martyrs for their cause. 

The picture on the 
right shows a 

suffragette being 
force-fed in prison 

because she refused 
to eat. How does this 

picture make you 
feel? 
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One suffragette, Emily Davison, 
even jumped in front of the king’s 

horse at Epsom racecourse in 1913. 
She suffered a fractured skull and 

died in hospital four days later. 
Emily was known for her extreme 
tactics and she had been arrested 

nine times before this.

 No one is quite sure what her intentions had been - 
some think she was trying to attach a suffragette’s 

banner to the horse, others that she was trying to pull 
the horse down. Whatever her motives, her death united 

the suffragettes. Her funeral was organised by the 
WSPU and tens of thousands of people lined the streets 
in London as her coffin was transported to the church. 

What do you think of Emily’s tactics? Was she brave or foolish? 
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Many men viewed the actions of the suffragettes as proof that women could 
not be trusted to run their own affairs. They used the example of the violent, 
militant suffragettes to argue that if women were given the vote, it would be 

these unpredictable and volatile women who would vote. 
By 1914, 11 years after the 
WSPU first formed, women 
still did not have the vote in 

Britain. In this year, a big 
event happened that changed 

everything.

Do you know what 
this event was? 
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On 28th July 1914, World War I broke out. The suffragettes 
stopped protesting and everyone focused on pulling together as 

a country to help the war effort. 

Let’s have a look at 
some more photographs of the 

suffragette movement up until 1914. 
Think about what you can see, how the 
photos make you feel and whether you 

think you would have supported 
the suffragettes or not. 
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Here are some of the arguments for and against women’s suffrage. 
Which ones do you agree with? Which do you disagree with? Why? 

A woman’s place 
is in the home, not 

in politics. 

Women do not 

have the correct 

education to use 

their vote wisely. 

Women don’t fight 
in wars like men do 
so shouldn’t have 
the right to vote. 

Women can already 
vote in some local 
elections so should 
be able to vote in 

parliamentary 
elections. 

Many women don’t 
want the vote and 
wouldn’t use it if 

they got it.  

Giving women a 
role in the harsh 
world of politics 

would change their 
gentle nature. 

Women have to pay 
taxes so should be 

able to have a say in 
how their taxes are 

spent. 

If male criminals and lunatics can vote, women should be able to too. 

Women are equal in 
the eyes of God so 
should be treated 

equally. 

Women have 

already been given 

the vote in 
some 

other coun
tries. 
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With a partner, 
see if you can list five facts 
you have learnt about the 

women’s suffrage movement 
today.
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What facts did you 
think of? Which facts do 

you think are most 
interesting? 
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