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Emmeline Pankhurst 
 

Born on the 15th July 1858 in Manchester to a family in which political 
discussions were commonplace, Emmeline Goulden was unquestionably one of  
the most influential figures of  the 20th century. 

In 1879, she married Richard Pankhurst, a lawyer  
and supporter of the women's suffrage movement, i.e. the 
right of women to have the vote.  His death in 1898 was a  
great shock to Emmeline. 
 In 1888, she supported a strike involving the women 
who worked at the Bryant and May matches factory, where 
women worked fourteen hours a day and were fined if  they 
dropped matches on the floor.  At about the same time, she was also concerned 
about conditions in Manchester s workhouses, where poor people without work 
were confined  sometimes in inhuman conditions.  Her meetings, held in local 
parks to draw the public s attention to what was going on, were declared illegal. 
 In 1903, she helped to create the Women s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU).  Her  daughters, Christabel and Sylvia, were also active members.  This 
organisation would soon gain notoriety for its headline-grabbing activities: 
politicians and the general public were often shocked when they smashed 
windows, tied themselves to railings outside Parliament, and were involved in 
arson attacks.  In 1913, Emily Davison, a WSPU member, was killed when, in 
protest against the government s unfair treatment of  women, she threw herself  in 
front of  the King George V s racehorse at the Epsom Derby. 
 It was during this period that Emmeline Pankhurst and her followers were 
nicknamed the suffragettes  
 It was common for suffragettes to be arrested.  In prison they would go 
on a hunger strike, which led to force feeding.  This prompted the government to 
pass what was dubbed the Cat and Mouse Act  a law that allowed hunger-
striking prisoners to be released and then re-arrested once they grew healthy and 
strong again. 
 In 1914, on the declaration of  war, Emmeline turned her energy to 
helping with the war effort.  In 1918, voting rights were given to women over the 
age of  thirty.  Emmeline died on 14th June 1928 not long after a law was passed 
granting women equal voting rights with men.    
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