
What were the arguments for and against women getting the vote? 

 

 

 

Introduction: In the nineteenth century, women had no place in national politics. They 
could not stand as candidates for Parliament. They were not even allowed to vote. It was 
assumed that women did not need the vote because their husbands would take 
responsibility in political matters. A woman's role was seen to be child-rearing and taking 
care of the home. 
 
As a result of the industrial revolution, many women were in full-time employment, which 
meant they had opportunities to meet in large organised groups to discuss political and 
social issues… 

 

TASK: Use the sources to complete the table. This will help you to understand women’s 
position in society by 1900.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source A (above) 

Today I will practise…  

 Evidence skills: using sources to find information about attitudes towards women 

 And using quotes from sources to support my ideas about the position of women 

There is a new dawn, a dawn of freedom, 

and it is brought about by the cycle. Free to 

spin into the glorious country without a 

chaperone (an older companion) the young 

girl of today can feel the real independence 

of herself. 

Source B: Louise Jey, 1895 

In every excellent characteristic, whether 

mental or physical, the average woman is 

inferior to the average man. Even in physical 

beauty, man in superior. 

Source C: Thomas Huxley, Scientist, c.1890 



Source D (above): This painting shows a new type of 

dress that gave women freedom to play sport. 

Source F (above): A photograph 

showing girls at school learning how to 

do laundry. 

 

 

 

 

 

I was born in Bethnal Green 

on 9 April 1855. I was my 

mother’s seventh child and 

seven more were born after 

me – which made my 

mother a perfect slave. 

Generally speaking, she was 

either expecting a baby to 

be born or had one at the 

breast. 

Source E: Mrs Layton, 

‘Memories of Seventy 

Years’, published in 1931. 

Elizabeth Garrett Anderson was the first 

female doctor to qualify in England. She 

opened a school of medicine for women, and 

paved the way for women’s medical 

education in Britain. 

She was given a good education and decided 

to become a doctor after meeting Dr 

Elizabeth Blackwell, the first female doctor to 

graduate in the United States. 

She attended classes with male colleagues, 

but was barred after complaints. Determined 

to become qualified as a doctor, she taught 

herself French and got a medical degree in 

Paris, but was still refused entry into the 

British Medical Register. Partly as a result of 

her open campaigning, an act was passed in 

1876 permitting women to enter the medical 

profession. 

Source G: From an account by the Science 

Museum, based in London 



TASK: Separate these statements into arguments for and against women getting the vote.  

By 1900 women were still unequal to men, 

and some women believed that the only 

way to change inequality was to get the 

vote -  so that if parliament had some 

female MPs, laws improving the lives of 

women were more likely to be passed. 

Women believed that the vote would 

improve men’s moral and sexual 

behaviour. They thought that making 

women equal to men would make men less 

likely to abuse women – such as sexually or 

emotionally  

The belief in ‘separate spheres’ ordained 

by God convinced many that if women got 

the vote it would be the end of family life. 

Women and men had different 

responsibilities. Men were suited to work 

and politics while women were suited to 

the home and caring roles. 

Women’s husbands would be representing 

them when they voted. Wives were 

expected to have the same political view 

as their husbands. 

By 1914, many women in New Zealand, 

Australia, some parts of USA and even in 

the Isle of Man could vote. 

Many people thought that the militant 

tactics of the suffragettes proved that 

women did not deserve the vote. 

People earned the right to vote by being 

willing to fight for their country. As women 

could not fight in the army or navy, they 

did not deserve the right to choose 

governments, which might have to declare 

war. 

Three times in the 19th century the vote 

was extended to more and more men. 

This raised women’s expectations. Women 

wanted to know when it was their turn - 

especially since a man’s vote was based on 

property qualifications. Some women 

owned more property than some men but 

did not have the vote! 

Women were “emotional, illogical, and 

intellectually inferior”, and many women 

themselves didn’t want the vote. To give 

women the vote would be to upset the 

balance of power in Britain. 

In the 19th century educated women 

began to challenge the idea of separate 

spheres (that God had made women and 

men differently and so they should follow 

different roles). Many women had become 

actively involved in and were ready to 

become more involved. 

 

 

 


