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    This book charts how democratic change is made when principle and pragmatism pull in opposite directions. In The Women's Victory and After: 1911-1918, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, a leading architect of Britain’s constitutional suffrage campaign, narrates the most turbulent years of the movement and the unsettled calm that followed. Writing from the vantage point of leadership, she weighs tactics, tempers passion with strategy, and keeps the horizon of citizenship constantly in view. The narrative is both chronicle and reflection, attentive to public life and private costs. Readers meet a movement tested by crisis yet disciplined by purpose, and an author intent on recording how a hard-won opening was secured.

Composed as political memoir and movement history, the book is anchored in the United Kingdom between 1911 and 1918, the period it explicitly names. Fawcett writes as president of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, a major voice of constitutional, nonviolent advocacy for women’s voting rights. The pages survey Parliament, party conferences, public meetings, and the shifting terrain of national crisis. First published in the immediate aftermath of the First World War and the legislative changes of 1918, it addresses contemporaries who had lived the debate and those newly enfranchised, while preserving a record for readers seeking a primary perspective.

At its core, the narrative follows the campaigns, setbacks, and recalibrations that defined the suffrage cause as it moved from petition to policy. Chapters assemble speeches, letters, committee work, and encounters with lawmakers into a steady, documentary cadence. Fawcett’s voice is measured and persuasive rather than incendiary, favoring evidence, organization, and public reasoning. The tone remains dignified even when recounting heated disputes, and the prose is lucid, accessible, and meticulous about context. The result is a reading experience that combines insider vantage with civic instruction, allowing readers to watch strategy take shape without losing sight of the human stakes that justified the effort.

Among its central themes is the contest between constitutional method and confrontational action, a debate that shaped public sympathy and political opportunity. Fawcett traces how disciplined organization, sustained lobbying, and a broad, law‑abiding coalition sought to convert moral claim into legislative possibility. She examines the pressures of national emergency and how service, responsibility, and civic contribution reframed arguments about competence and justice. The book considers the ethics of means, the uses of compromise, and the risks of fragmentation inside reform movements. Running through these pages is a clear definition of citizenship as participation and responsibility, not merely entitlement, and a commitment to incremental, durable change.

For contemporary readers, the book offers a case study in how social movements align moral urgency with institutional realities. It shows how coalitions broaden appeal, how patient groundwork readies the moment when a window opens, and how rhetoric, data, and conduct can build legitimacy. The account illuminates pathways for civic action that resist cynicism without succumbing to naïveté, modeling a politics that is principled yet pragmatic. Its lessons resonate wherever campaigns seek voting rights, equal representation, or structural reform, inviting readers to consider pacing, alliances, and public trust as strategic assets rather than afterthoughts in the pursuit of lasting democratic change.

The “after” of Fawcett’s title addresses the hinge between breakthrough and consolidation, when celebration must yield to the work of embedding change. She reflects on how reform alters institutions and expectations, and how new citizens assume duties as well as rights. The narrative considers organizational adaptation, representation within parties and public bodies, and the ongoing labor of persuasion once initial demands are partly met. Rather than closing with triumph alone, the book makes continuity its theme, charting the responsibilities that follow recognition. In doing so, it underscores that political victories are beginnings, asking readers to evaluate outcomes by their endurance.

Taken as a whole, The Women’s Victory and After: 1911-1918 stands as a primary account by a principal strategist of Britain’s constitutional suffrage movement, composed in the years when memory and policy still overlapped. It offers readers a disciplined map of political change from within, rich in lessons about organization, compromise, and courage. In an era still negotiating gender equality, representation, and the legitimacy of protest, Fawcett’s analysis remains instructive. Its clarity of purpose, respect for facts, and insistence on civic responsibility speak across time, inviting reflection on how democratic advances are achieved, safeguarded, and extended without forfeiting the principles that animate them.
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    The Women's Victory and After: 1911–1918 presents Millicent Garrett Fawcett’s contemporaneous account of the British constitutional suffrage movement in its decisive years. Writing as president of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, she records how organized, lawful campaigning navigated a turbulent political landscape from prewar deadlock to wartime reconfiguration. The narrative moves from frustrated reform proposals and shifting party calculations to a broader rethinking of citizenship under pressure. Fawcett’s vantage point blends documentation with argument, emphasizing disciplined coordination across local societies, the importance of political education, and the measured use of pressure within parliamentary procedure and public opinion.

Beginning in 1911, Fawcett situates the movement amid stalled conciliation efforts and firm resistance at the highest levels of government. She contrasts constitutional methods with the escalating militancy of other suffrage organizations, clarifying why the National Union rejected lawbreaking while refusing to relinquish visibility. Petitions, deputations, disciplined demonstrations, and an expanding press presence are described as tools for building sympathy and credibility. The book outlines how careful messaging and coalition-building sought to keep the issue before Parliament without triggering backlash that might entrench opposition, while internal debates over tempo, tone, and tactics remained lively yet bounded by a commitment to persuasion.

Fawcett details the Union’s turn to systematic electoral intervention before the war, supporting candidates who publicly endorsed women’s enfranchisement and testing the responsiveness of party machines in by-elections. She describes the effort to maintain a non-party stance while making suffrage a practical question for organizers, canvassers, and voters. Local societies are shown coordinating with national strategy, using standardized materials, training, and subscriptions to extend reach. The account tracks responses from Liberals, Conservatives, and Labour representatives, as well as the press, and weighs how public disorder associated with militancy complicated advocacy even for law-abiding campaigners. Tactical patience and breadth of appeal become recurring themes.

With the outbreak of war in 1914, the movement recalibrates. Fawcett narrates how the National Union redirected its machinery toward national service while sustaining its organizational core. Relief work, employment bureaus, medical initiatives, and civic committees draw on suffrage networks, demonstrating administrative capacity and a practical ethic of citizenship. She notes disagreements within the wider movement over pacifism and priorities, yet emphasizes continuity of purpose: to prove women’s usefulness and reliability while preparing for postwar reconstruction. The book treats this wartime engagement as both a moral duty and an argument in action, one that reframed the franchise question within a larger reform agenda.

As political reform returned to the agenda, Fawcett chronicles the careful negotiations that culminated in comprehensive franchise legislation. She follows the appointment and deliberations of bodies convened to recommend change, the drafting work that incorporated women into a broader settlement, and the publicity and lobbying designed to hold a cross-party consensus. The Representation of the People Act emerges in this account as a contingent but decisive outcome, linking women’s claims to service, fairness, and administrative practicality. The book explains, without triumphalism, how partial enfranchisement for women over thirty with specified qualifications was secured alongside wider male reform, and how implementation would demand sustained effort.

Turning to the aftermath, Fawcett describes voter registration drives, public meetings, and educational campaigns to prepare new electors for their first responsibilities. She notes the legal change that opened Parliament itself to women candidates and the formidable practical obstacles that remained, from compressed timetables to limited resources. The account of the 1918 general election stresses logistics, turnout, and the role of non-party guidance rather than partisan outcomes. Throughout, the Union’s emphasis stays on steady training, local leadership, and safeguarding the integrity of the reform, while acknowledging that many women—particularly younger ones—were still excluded and that further statutory adjustment would be required.

Fawcett closes by distilling the lessons she believes the years 1911 to 1918 teach about constitutional pressure, alliance-building, and patient organization. Victory, in her telling, rests on credibility earned through service, clarity of aim, and a willingness to translate moral claims into workable law. Yet she presents it as a stage rather than an endpoint, pointing to ongoing tasks in equal citizenship, political education, and social reform. The book’s broader significance lies in its measured record from inside a mass movement at the moment of transition, offering a framework for understanding how disciplined civic action can channel upheaval into durable constitutional change.
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    Millicent Garrett Fawcett’s The Women’s Victory and After: 1911–1918 is rooted in late Edwardian and wartime Britain, when parliamentary politics, mass organization, and constitutional law framed debates about citizenship. Fawcett, a leading liberal feminist and president of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), had spent decades advocating nonviolent, law-abiding tactics. By 1911 the Liberal government of H. H. Asquith dominated Westminster, the House of Lords’ veto had been curtailed by the Parliament Act 1911, and suffrage bills were recurring tests of party discipline. The book draws on her vantage point within large, federated suffrage societies, their committees, petitions, and negotiations with ministers.

Between 1910 and 1912 cross-party groups of MPs introduced Conciliation Bills to enfranchise some women on a property basis. NUWSS endorsed these as pragmatic steps; Fawcett coordinated lobbying and disciplined public demonstrations. The measures twice passed second reading but fell for lack of government time or because elections intervened. Asquith later proposed a manhood suffrage bill, and in 1912 the Speaker ruled an amendment to include women out of order, a decision that embittered campaigners. Meanwhile the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), led by Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst, escalated direct action, sharpening contrasts with Fawcett’s constitutional approach.

Fawcett’s organizations operated through local societies affiliated to the NUWSS, coordinated nationally by an executive and specialized committees. They funded caravans, by-elections work, and the weekly newspaper Common Cause to keep women’s voices in the press. Membership expanded into the tens of thousands, drawing teachers, professionals, and trade unionists. The NUWSS pursued electoral leverage by supporting candidates favorable to women’s suffrage, including many in the Labour Party, while remaining strictly non-militant. This infrastructure of meetings, petitions, and deputations is the institutional setting of her narrative, illuminating how constitutionalists sought to make parliamentary arithmetic, not spectacle, decide the question.

The prewar years were turbulent across Britain. The Great Unrest of 1910–1914 saw industrial strikes, while Irish Home Rule consumed parliamentary attention. In this climate the WSPU adopted window-smashing and arson attacks; hundreds of suffragettes were imprisoned. Hunger strikes and forcible feeding provoked controversy, leading to the Prisoners (Temporary Discharge for Ill Health) Act 1913, nicknamed the Cat and Mouse Act, which allowed temporary release and re-arrest. The death of Emily Wilding Davison after the 1913 Epsom Derby became a defining public moment. Fawcett publicly opposed violence yet protested abuse of prisoners, positioning NUWSS as firm but lawful.

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 transformed the campaign. The WSPU suspended militancy and urged national unity; the NUWSS redirected resources to relief, nursing, and employment projects while continuing constitutional advocacy. Fawcett supported the war; some suffragists dissented and formed peace organizations such as the Women’s International League in 1915 after the Hague congress. Party politics shifted within a coalition government as wartime exigencies altered ministerial priorities. Through committees and memoranda, suffrage leaders argued that women’s civic contributions justified political recognition, recasting the franchise not as a partisan concession but as an acknowledgment of national service.

Wartime mobilization opened unprecedented roles for women in paid and uniformed work. Under the Ministry of Munitions after the 1915 Shell Crisis, factories adopted dilution agreements that brought large numbers of women into skilled and semi-skilled tasks. The Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (1917), Women’s Royal Naval Service (1917), and Women’s Royal Air Force (1918) formalized auxiliary service. Volunteers in the Voluntary Aid Detachments and the Women’s Land Army contributed to medical care and food production. These developments, regulated under wartime legislation, provided tangible evidence for suffrage advocates like Fawcett that women met tests of capacity and responsibility demanded by legislators.

Electoral reform advanced under David Lloyd George’s premiership from December 1916. The 1917 Speaker’s Conference recommended a broad male franchise and a limited women’s vote. Parliament enacted the Representation of the People Act 1918, enfranchising women aged 30 and over who met property or residency qualifications, alongside nearly all men aged 21 and some aged 19 in service. Later that year the Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act 1918 allowed women over 21 to stand for the Commons. The December 1918 general election thus became the first with women voters and candidates, marking the practical culmination of the NUWSS constitutional strategy.

Published in 1920, Fawcett’s account reflects on how disciplined organization, cross-party alliances, and wartime service converged to secure a partial franchise. She highlights committee work, evidence-gathering, and public persuasion rather than clandestine action, offering a critique of militancy’s political costs while acknowledging its publicity effects. The narrative also notes the limits of the 1918 settlement—age and property restrictions that left many women unenfranchised—and the need for continued reform within British institutions. As such, the work stands as both a record of constitutionalist methods in a turbulent decade and a measured appraisal of the era that produced them.
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    "When there is a fervent aspiration after better things, springing from a strong feeling of human brotherhood and a firm belief in the goodness and righteousness of God, such aspiration carries with it an invincible confidence that somehow, somewhere, somewhen, it must receive its complete fulfilment; for it is prompted by the Spirit which fills and orders the Universe throughout its whole development."


    J. B. Mayor: Virgil's Messianic Eclogue.
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Dedicatory Preface 
To Those Who Made the Dream Come True


Table of Contents


I wish to dedicate this little book to the thousands of faithful friends and gallant comrades whose brave unwearied work, steadfastly maintained through many years, made Women's Suffrage in Great Britain no longer a dream but a reality. Many of them have passed away, but their work, its results, and our gratitude remain. Whether in the flesh or out of the flesh, I have been accustomed to think of them as the Goodly Fellowship of the Prophets; for they foresaw what was coming, proclaimed it, and devoted themselves in making it come in the right way. All my gratitude goes out to them, especially to—

E.G.A. : C.C.O. : E.F.R. : I.O.F. :

  A.G. : R.G. : E.P. : E.A. :

  R.S. : E.G. : H.A. :

  S.G. : I.H.W. :

  E.I.


Through the kindness of the Proprietors of Punch, I am allowed to use as illustrations some of their excellent pictures demonstrating the growth of the suffrage movement. For this permission, and also for their valued support and sympathy, continued over many years, my heartfelt thanks are hereby tendered.

MILLICENT GARRETT FAWCETT.

London,

January, 1920.
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"I have a passionate love for common justice and common sense."—Sydney Smith[1q].



In 1911 I wrote a little book called "Women's Suffrage: a Short History of a Great Movement." My intention in the following pages is to bring my story up to February 6th, 1918, when the Royal Assent was given to the Representation of the People Act[1], which for the first time placed women on the register of parliamentary voters.

In 1911 I ended my book on a note of confidence. I felt quite sure that we were going to win soon, but I did not the least foresee the wonderful series of events which actually led to so complete and great a victory.

Not that all the signs were favourable in 1911—very far from it. There were many ominous clouds on the horizon, and one of the chief of them was the known hostility of Mr. Asquith[2], then Prime Minister, and at the zenith of his power. His acuteness and dexterity in offence and defence were unrivalled, and most suffragists believed that he intended to wreck our cause on the rocks of Adult Suffrage, for which there had been no demand in the country.

In 1908, almost immediately after he became Prime Minister, Mr. Asquith had announced his intention before the expiration of that Parliament to bring in an Electoral Reform Bill; this Bill, he had declared, would not include women; but he pledged his Government not officially to oppose a woman suffrage amendment "if drafted on democratic lines." The Parliament elected in 1906 with an overwhelming Liberal majority was dissolved in 1909 without the fulfilment of this intention. There were two General Elections in 1910 without the introduction of a Reform Bill. But the suffrage societies continued without intermission to keep up a tremendously active agitation for the enfranchisement of women[2q]. The various methods employed have been sufficiently described in my earlier book. It is enough here to state that a large majority of Members of the House of Commons, belonging to all parties, were pledged to support women's suffrage; that various private Members' Bills for extending the franchise to women had passed their second reading in the Commons every year since Mr. Asquith became Prime Minister; that the strength of our support in the rank and file of the Liberal—and also in the Conservative—Party was constantly growing, and that the Labour Party had definitely placed the enfranchisement of women upon its official programme. In January, 1913, immediately after what will be hereafter described as the Franchise Bill fiasco of Mr. Asquith's Government, the Labour Party, at its annual conference, passed by an enormous majority a resolution reaffirming its support of women's suffrage, and calling "upon the party in Parliament to oppose any Franchise Bill in which women are not included." This was the most signal service to our cause which had then been rendered by any political party.

It was followed at the next meeting of the Trades Union Congress by the adoption of the following resolution:


"That this meeting expresses its deep dissatisfaction with the Government's treatment of the franchise question ... and protests against the Prime Minister's failure to redeem his repeated pledges to women, and calls upon the Parliamentary Committee to press for the immediate enactment of a Government Reform Bill, which must include the enfranchisement of women."



Over forty trade unions, including the most important, such as the N.U.R. and the A.S.E., adopted resolutions supporting the enfranchisement of women.

The formation of the Conciliation Committee in the House of Commons in 1910 has been sufficiently described in my earlier book (p. 73). Its object was to unite all suffragists in the House, and secure their support for a suffrage Bill which was believed to represent their greatest common measure. They decided that this would be found in a Bill to enfranchise women householders—those women, in fact, who had for about forty years been admitted to the local franchises. The Bill was called the Conciliation Bill because it had reconciled differences existing between various types of suffragists inside the House of Commons.

In July, 1910, two days of the Government's time had been given for a full-dress debate upon the Conciliation Bill. Hostile speeches from Mr. Asquith and Mr. Austen Chamberlain, on the ground of their complete opposition to all kinds of women's suffrage, were followed by equally vehement and hostile speeches from Mr. Lloyd George and Mr. Winston Churchill, on the ground that this particular Bill did not go far enough, and was so drafted as not to admit of amendment. In anticipation of, and during, the Parliamentary debate, The Times came out with a hostile article every day for nearly a fortnight, and its columns contained numerous letters prophesying all kinds of horrors and disasters which were to be expected if women were allowed to vote; many were of the type satirized in "Rejected Addresses," "What fills the Butchers' Shops with Large Blue Flies?" Notwithstanding all this, the division on the Second Reading resulted in a majority of 110 for the Bill, a far larger figure than the Government had been able to command for any of its party measures.

On November 12th, in anticipation of the second General Election in 1910, Mr. Asquith gave a pledge in the House of Commons that his Government would, if still in power, give facilities in the next Parliament for "proceeding effectively" with a Bill to enfranchise women if so framed as to permit of free amendment. The second General Election of 1910 took place immediately after this, in December, and again resulted in a majority for Mr. Asquith and the Liberal Party.

On the reassembling of the new House the Conciliation Bill Committee was reformed, Lord Lytton and Mr. Brailsford again acting respectively as chairman and hon. secretary. The Bill was redrafted on the same lines as regards its provisions, but in a form which admitted of free amendment. Our friends were lucky in the ballot, and the debate and division taking place on May 5th, 1911, it was found that the majority of 110 in 1910 had grown to a majority of 167 in 1911—only 88 Members voting against it.

Militantism, or, as it would now be called, "direct action," had been suspended from the beginning of 1911 in view of Mr. Asquith's promise to grant time for "proceeding effectively" with all the stages of a Suffrage Bill during that Session. It should be noted that these two suffrage victories in the House of Commons in July, 1910, and May, 1911, had taken place, in each case, when Members were fresh from contact with their constituencies after the General Elections of January and December, 1910. The contrary was often most ignorantly, if not maliciously, asserted by antisuffragists. After the big majority for the Conciliation Bill in May, 1911, Mr. Lloyd George promised that in the next Session a week of Government time should be given for the Second Reading and further stages of the Bill, assuming, of course, its having received a Second Reading. Sir Edward Grey further explained the value of this offer, and said (June 1st, 1911) that a definite opportunity had been promised to the House of Commons, and that it was important that people should understand that it was a "real opportunity," and "not a bogus offer." In a letter to Lord Lytton, dated June 15th, Mr. Asquith endorsed what Sir Edward Grey (now Viscount Grey of Fallodon) had said; and writing again on August 23rd, he made it clear that his promise applied to the Conciliation Bill, and not to any other women's suffrage measure. Therefore it was not astonishing that suffragists of all shades of opinion had high hopes of a real victory in the Session of 1912.

Then came, quite suddenly, a characteristic blow from Mr. Asquith. On November 7th, 1911, in answer to a deputation of the People's Suffrage Federation, introduced by Mr. Arthur Henderson, M.P., Mr. Asquith stated that he intended to introduce an Electoral Reform Bill during the coming Session of 1912. This Bill was to be on very wide lines; all existing franchises were to be swept away, plural voting abolished, and the period of residence materially reduced. The vote in this Bill was, Mr. Asquith said, to be based on male citizenship. His exact words were: "We believe a man's right to vote depends on his being a citizen, and primâ facie a man who is a citizen of full age and competent understanding ought to be entitled to a vote." When pressed by Mr. Henderson to say what he intended to do about women, he dismissed the inquiry with the curt remark that his opinions on the subject were well known, and had suffered no modification or change during the last few years.

The announcement made a tremendous stir, and not in suffrage circles only. The women's point of view was strongly urged in many quarters, and to an unprecedented extent by a large proportion of the general Press throughout the country.

Our own paper, The Common Cause, pointed out the bad statesmanship which acknowledged "the intolerable
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