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The women's s u f f r a g e movement i n B r i t a i n 

has r e c e i v e d remarkably l i t t l e c a r e f u l , 

a n a l y t i c t r e a t m e n t from h i s t o r i a n s . 

In r e c e n t y e a r s t h e r e have been a number 

o f good p o p u l a r books about t h e s u f f r a g e 

movement i n B r i t a i n , a l l o f them f o c u s 

in g on t h e M i l i t a n t s , whose a c t i v i t i e s 

and l e a d i n g p e r s o n a l i t i e s l e n d t h e m s e l 

ves t o a p o p u l a r i s e d a c c o u n t . The most 

r e c e n t o f t h e s e , Midge M a c k e n z i e ' s 

S h o u l d e r t o S h o u l d e r (which was i n s p i r e d 

by the B.B.C. t e l e v i s i o n s e r i e s ) has a 

f a s c i n a t i n g c o l l e c t i o n o f photographs 

and would make an e x c e l l e n t g i f t . But 

S h o u l d e r t o S h o u l d e r , l i k e most p o p u l a r 

i s a t i o n s , tends t o ove r e m p h a s i z e t h e 

l e a d i n g p e r s o n a l i t i e s and r e l i e s u n c r i t 

i c a l l y on t h e i r s e l f - p e r c e p t i o n s . T h i s 

i s a l s o t h e case w i t h a n o t h e r good pop

u l a r i s a t i o n , An t o n i a Raeburn's The 

Mi 1 i t a n t S u f f r a g e t t e s ( 1 9 7 3 ) . 

Books 1 i k e The M i l i t a n t S u f f r a g e t t e s and 

S h o u l d e r t o S h o u l d e r have the g r e a t 

m e r i t o f making t h e i r m a t e r i a l e a s i l y 

a c c e s s i b l e t o t h e r e a d e r who i s unfam

i l i a r w i t h the s u b j e c t . Rosen's Ri se 

Up, Women.' i s an attempt t o do something 

q u i t e d i f f e r e n t . Rosen says he has 

produced t he f i r s t " f u l l l e n g t h s c h o l a r 

l y monograph based on e x t e n s i v e r e s e a r c h 

i n t o a r c h i v a l s o u r c e m a t e r i a l " on the 

Women's S o c i a l and P o l i t i c a l U n i o n . In 

s p i t e o f any c r i t i c i s m s t h a t one can 

make o f h i s book, i t must be a d m i t t e d 

t h a t i t i s a c a r e f u l , d e t a i l e d s t u d y 

and t h a t a l 1 t h o s e who have a s e r i o u s 

i n t e r e s t i n t h e f i e l d w i l l f i n d i t v a l 

u a b l e . 

Rosen p r o v i d e s us w i t h a thorough a n a l y 

s i s o f the WSPU from i t s Independent 

Labour P a r t y o r i g i n s i n Manchester i n 

1903 up t o t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e F i r s t 

World War. He g i v e s h i s reader a f u l l 

e x p l a n a t i o n f o r t he o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s 

r i s e from o b s c u r i t y t o t h e p e r i o d a f t e r 

1906, when i t became the most prominent 

o f the s u f f r a g e o r g a n i z a t i o n s . H i s ac

count o f the r i s e o f m i l i t a n c y and o f 

i t s s i g n i f i c a n c e i s i n t e r e s t i n g and 

s u g g e s t i v e , as i s h i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 

the c h a r a c t e r and the m o t i v e s o f the 

Pan k h u r s t l e a d e r s h i p . H i s a n a l y s i s o f 

the r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e WSPU and 

and t h e p o l i c e , p r e s s and government i s 

more e x t e n s i v e than any g i v e n b e f o r e i n 

a se c o n d a r y a c c o u n t . Rosen p r o v i d e s 

new i n f o r m a t i o n t h rough h i s a n a l y s i s o f 

such f a c t o r s as the average age o f mem

bers o f the WSPU a t v a r i o u s p e r i o d s , 

and o f the WSPU's f i n a n c e s , and he o f 

f e r s f o r t he f i r s t time a r e l i a b l e 

e s t i m a t e o f the amount o f damage done 

d u r i n g the ar s o n campaign o f 1913- In 
s h o r t , t h i s i s the b e s t account s o f a r 

o f the h i s t o r y o f the WSPU and w i l l un

d o u b t e d l y remain the " d e f i n i t i v e " work 

f o r some t i m e . 

I say t h i s r a t h e r g r u d g i n g l y , because 

i n my view the book s u f f e r s from a num-



ber o f s e r i o u s d e f i c i e n c i e s . The most 

s e r i o u s o v e r a l l d e f i c i e n c y i s t h a t the 

book i s t o o narrow i n i t s s c o p e . I 

h e s i t a t e t o make t h i s c r i t i c i s m because 

a l l t oo o f t e n a t t a c k s on women's h i s t o r y 

as "narrow" are made by f u n d a m e n t a l l y 

h o s t i l e , a n t i f e m i n i s t c r i t i c s . For many 

p e o p l e , the i d e a o f a h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r 

p r e t a t i o n w h i c h p e r c e i v e s women as cen

t r a l i s t h r e a t e n i n g - - t h r e a t e n i n g t o 

c h e r i s h e d p e r c e p t i o n s of the p r e s e n t as 

w e l l as of the p a s t . I am not sugges

t i n g then t h a t the WSPU i s t o o l i m i t e d 

a s u b j e c t t o s e r v e as a c e n t r a l f o c u s 

f o r a monograph o f t h i s s i z e , but 

r a t h e r t h a t Rosen sees h i s s u b j e c t i n 

i s o l a t i o n , and t h a t t h i s l i m i t s the use

f u l n e s s o f h i s s t u d y . He would have 

w r i t t e n a b e t t e r book had he been a b l e 

t o g i v e us more o f a sense o f the 

WSPU's r e l a t i o n s h i p t o o t h e r p o l i t i c a l 

i n s t i t u t i o n s , e s p e c i a l l y t o o t h e r s u f 

f r a g e o r g a n i z a t i o n s , and had he been 

a b l e to draw i n t o h i s a n a l y s i s a g r e a 

t e r s e n s i t i v i t y t o the g e n e r a l s o c i a l 

and economic c o n t e x t . 

Rosen does not r e a l l y c o n f r o n t the prob

lem o f c l a s s c l e a v a g e , f o r example: he 

merely makes the u s u a l remarks about the 

m i d d l e - c l a s s n a t u r e o f the s u f f r a g e 

movement. A f t e r my own e x c u r s i o n s i n t o 

some of the a r c h i v a l m a t e r i a l t o which 

Rosen had a c c e s s , I t h i n k t h a t the r e 

l a t i o n s h i p o f the v a r i o u s s u f f r a g e o r 

g a n i z a t i o n s t o w o r k i n g - c l a s s women and 

t o the ( p r e d o m i n a n t l y male) o r g a n i z e d 

l a b o u r movement i s s t i l l l a r g e l y unex

p l o r e d and t h a t an e x a m i n a t i o n
 Q

f { h i s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p would be o f g r e a t v a l u e t o 

an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the way i n w h i c h 

b o t h women's p o s i t i o n i n s o c i e t y and 

o r g a n i z e d f e m i n i s m were molded by, 

c l a s s s t r u c t u r e . I t i s c l e a r to me 

t h a t b o t h the WSPU and t h e Women's F r e e 

dom League (the o t h e r i m p o r t a n t " m i l i 

t a n t " group) had a v e r y d i f f e r e n t p e r 

c e p t i o n o f w o r k i n g - c l a s s women from t h a t 

o f the " c o n s t i t u t i o n a l " groups r e p r e s e n 

ted by the N a t i o n a l Union o f Women's 

S u f f r a g e S o c i e t i e s . I t i s u n f o r t u n a t e 

t h a t Rosen d i d not examine t h i s i s s u e 

more f u l l y . 

Rosen a l s o f a i l s t o d e a l f u l l y enough 

w i t h the r e l a t i o n s h i p o f the i s s u e o f 

" t h e V o t e " t o o t h e r s o r t s o f i s s u e s 

t h a t concerned the s u f f r a g i s t s . They 

span a wide s p e c t r u m and i n c l u d e such 

d i v e r s e concerns as e d u c a t i o n a l r e f o r m 

and s o c i a l p u r i t y . A s e n s i t i v i t y t o 

the s e i s s u e s and a g r e a t e r awareness o f 

the d i f f e r e n c e s they c r e a t e d among s u f 

f r a g e a c t i v i s t s would have e n r i c h e d 

Rosen's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . For i n s t a n c e , 

h i s t r e a t m e n t o f the WSPU's 1913 cam

pa i g n a g a i n s t v e n e r e a l d i s e a s e - - e m b o d i e d 

i n C h r i s t a b e l P a n k h u r s t ' s "The Great 

Scourge and How t o End I t " — i s incom

p l e t e because he i s not f u l l y aware o f 

the S o c i a l P u r i t y i s s u e . In C h r i s t a 

bel 's " G r e a t Scourge" a r t i c l e s she i n 

s i s t e d on the p r e v a l e n c e o f v e n e r e a l 

d i s e a s e among men i n B r i t a i n and a s s e r 

ted t h a t o n l y independence ( s y m b o l i z e d 

by the Vote) c o u l d rescue women from 

i n f e c t i o n , because o n l y then c o u l d 

women i n s i s t on a s i n g l e s t a n d a r d o f 

p u r i t y . A l t h o u g h Rosen does admit 

t h a t C h r i s t a b e l P a n k h u r s t ' s i d e a s 



about c o n t i n e n c e and p r o s t i t u t i o n were 

not u n u s u a l , he c l a i m s t h a t h e r views 

about t h e p r e v a l e n c e o f s y p h i l i s were 

p e c u l i a r t o h e r . T h i s i s not i n f a c t 

the c a s e : r e p u t a b l e m e d i c a l d o c t o r s had 

been making such s t a t e m e n t s as f a r back 

as the 1870s, d u r i n g t he C o n t a g i o u s 

D i s e a s e s A c t s c o n t r o v e r s y . The c l a i m s 

were u n d o u b t e d l y e x a g g e r a t e d , but 

C h r i s t a b e l P a n k h u r s t was not a l o n e i n 

making them. Nor was t h e WSPU unusual 

i n e m p h a s i z i n g " P u r i t y " a t t h i s t i m e : 

b o t h S u f f r a g e and A n t i s u f f r a g e groups 

had t a k e n up the i s s u e . In d i s c u s s i n g 

the " G r e a t S c o u r g e , " Rosen s a y s : " I t 

i s not easy t o e x p l a i n why t h e o f f i c 

i a l s and o r d i n a r y members o f the WSPU 

n e i t h e r took e x c e p t i o n t o C h r i s t a b e l ' s 

a l l e g a t i o n s nor q u e s t i o n e d s e r i o u s l y 

h e r f i t n e s s t o c o n t i n u e t o s e t WSPU 

p o l i c y . " I f he had done some r e a d i n g 

i n the p o p u l a r p r e s s w i t h a view t o 

e x p l o r i n g t h i s i s s u e , he would have 

known t h a t few WSPU members would have 

q u e s t i o n e d her judgement because i n 

f a c t h e r s t a t e m e n t s were l e s s exag

g e r a t e d than many t h a t were b e i n g made 

at the t i m e . 

R i s e Up, Women '. ' s o t h e r s e r i o u s weak

ness i s one t h a t f e m i n i s t h i s t o r i a n s 

e s p e c i a l l y w i l l f i n d i r r i t a t i n g . Rosen 

i n d u l g e s i n a c o n s i d e r a b l e amount o f 

i l l - c o n s i d e r e d p s y c h o - h i s t o r y i n h i s 

att e m p t s t o a n a l y s e the p e r s o n a l i t i e s 

o f the s u f f r a g e t t e s . W h i l e i t i s com

mendable t h a t he has made a s y s t e m a t i c 

attempt t o i l l u m i n a t e the c h a r a c t e r .and 

m o t i v e s o f the membership o f the WSPU 

as d i s t i n c t from the l e a d e r s h i p , h i s 

a t t e n t i o n i s d i r e c t e d f o r the most p a r t 

t o the age and m a r i t a l s t a t u s o f the 

women. Throughout the book, I f i n d h i s 

p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h m a r i t a l s f a t u s un

j u s t i f i a b l e - - e x p e c i a 11y s i n c e he p r e 

s e n t s the c a t e g o r y " u n m a r r i e d " as i f i t 

were s e l f - e x p l a n a t o r y . One s u s p e c t s 

t h a t , l i k e t h e i r contemporary o p p o n e n t s , 

Rosen b e l i e v e s t h a t the s u f f r a g e t t e s 

were a group o f f r u s t r a t e d s p i n s t e r s . 

In a r e c e n t r e v i e w i n the T imes 

L i t e r a r y Supplement the s o c i a l h i s t o r 

i a n B r i a n H a r r i s o n (whose judgement on 

most m a t t e r s i s b e t t e r than i t i s on 

feminism) has s a i d t h a t he t h i n k s a 

f e m i n i s t p e r s p e c t i v e i s a l i a b i l i t y t o 

anyone a t t e m p t i n g women's h i s t o r y : but 

I t h i n k t h a t Rosen's t r i v i a l i z i n g and 

i n s e n s i t i v e approach might have been 

a v o i d e d had he been more aware o f the 

i s s u e s r a i s e d by the women's movement. 

Rosen i s a t h i s weakest when h i s i n s e n -

s i t i v i t y t o the s o c i a l and economic 

c o n t e x t i s combined w i t h h i s i n s e n s i -

t i v i t y t o the i s s u e s r a i s e d by f e m i n i s m . 

For example, i n the c h a p t e r i n wh i c h he 

d i s c u s s e s the background o f t h e e a r l y 

WSPU a c t i v i s t s he g i v e s a b r i e f s k e t c h 

o f the l i v e s o f A n n i e Kenney, Hannah 

M i t c h e l l and T e r e s a B i 1 1 i n g t o n - G r e i g . 

The most s i g n i f i c a n t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

t h a t t h e s e t h r e e women sh a r e d i s t h a t , 

u n l i k e t he m a j o r i t y o f s u f f r a g e 

a c t i v i s t s , they d i d not come from 

m i d d l e - c l a s s b a c k g r o u n d s . ( A n n i e 

Kenney and Hannah M i t c h e l l were d e f i n 

i t e l y w o r k i n g c l a s s : T e r e s a B i l l i n g t o n ' s 

f a m i l y was on the b o r d e r l i n e between 



the w o r k i n g and lower m i d d l e c l a s s ) . 

Rosen does r e c o g n i s e t h i s f a c t b u t , i n 

h i s a t t e m p t s t o a r r i v e at an e x p l a n a t i o n 

f o r t h e a c t i v i s m o f t h e s e t h r e e women, 

he emphasizes c e r t a i n s i m i l a r i t i e s he 

sees i n t h e i r f a m i l y l i v e s : a c c o r d i n g 

t o h im, they a l l had i n e f f e c t u a l 

f a t h e r s , dominant mothers and u n s a t i s 

f a c t o r y or n o n - e x i s t e n t husbands. In 

a l l t h r e e c a s e s , he has g r o s s l y d i s 

t o r t e d the e v i d e n c e . In Hannah 

M i t c h e l l ' s a u t o b i o g r a p h y The Hard Way 

Up, f o r example, M i t c h e l l does e x p r e s s 

a c o n s i d e r a b l e amount o f b i t t e r n e s s . 

Rosen's assessment i s t h a t t h i s b i t t e r 

ness i s d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t h e r husband 

and a g a i n s t m a r r i a g e and motherhood. 

T h i s i s a s e r i o u s l y f a u l t y r e a d i n g : 

Hannah M i t c h e l l ' s anger i s d i r e c t e d 

p r i m a r i l y a g a i n s t an economic s t r u c t u r e 

w hich made her e x p e r i e n c e o f motherhood 

and f a m i l y l i f e much more d i f f i c u l t 

than n e c e s s a r y . Hannah M i t c h e l l ' s l i f e 

was d e d i c a t e d t o the w o r k i n g - c l a s s 

movement: to h e r , the women's movement 

was p a r t o f the s t r u g g l e . To e x p l a i n 

away her s o c i a l commitment by unfounded 

comments about her p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n 

s h i p s i s to i n d u l g e i n t h e s o r t o f 

a n a l y s i s which assumes t h a t women can 

e x i s t o n l y as p r i v a t e b e i n g s . 

In c o n c l u s i o n t h e n , a l t h o u g h Rosen's 

book i s v a l u a b l e , i t does have major 

weaknesses, and much work remains t o be 

done on the B r i t i s h s u f f r a g e movement 

in g e n e r a l and on the M i l i t a n t s i n par

t i c u l a r . To d a t e , we do not even have 

s a t i s f a c t o r y b i o g r a p h i e s o f the l e a d i n g 

f i g u r e s i n the movement. S u f f r a g e i s 

u n f a s h i o n a b l e among the c u r r e n t genera

t i o n of young B r i t i s h f e m i n i s t h i s 

t o r i a n s , and t h i s seems t o me t o be un

f o r t u n a t e , a l t h o u g h u n d e r s t a n d a b l e - - t h e 

f i r s t a c c o u n t s o f the r i s e o f f e m i n i s m 

i n B r i t a i n d i d o v e r e m p h a s i z e the s u f 

f r a g e s t r u g g l e . But i t was o f g r e a t 

i m p o r t a n c e , and good a n a l y s e s o f the 

s u f f r a g e movement can c o n t r i b u t e t o an 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h o s e a s p e c t s o f 

women's h i s t o r y w h i c h now seem of p a r a 

mount s i g n i f i c a n c e , s u c h as women's 

p o s i t i o n i n the f a m i l y and i n the work-

p1 a c e . 
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