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Famous People

Year 4: Emmeline Pankhurst

Teachers’ background notes Emmeline Pankhurst (1858–1928)

Emmeline was born in Manchester in July 1858. Her name was Emmeline Goulden. Emmeline’s family was very involved in politics, her father took part in the campaign against slavery and her mother was very interested in women’s rights and women getting the vote. 

When Emmeline was twenty she met and married her husband Richard Pankhurst and became Emmeline Pankhurst. Richard was a lawyer who had worked hard for the rights of women. He wrote the Married Women's Property Acts in 1870 and 1882. These Acts were important because before they were passed when a woman married she could no longer own anything herself and everything she possessed was now owned by her husband. Richard was also a strong supporter of a woman’s right to vote and encouraged Emmeline in her activities.

Emmeline and Richard had five children.

In 1889 Emmeline and her husband founded the Women’s Franchise League. This association fought for the right of women to vote. However, it was not as successful as they had hoped but married women were allowed to vote in local elections.

Sadly in 1989 Emmeline’s husband, Richard, suddenly died.

In 1903 two of Emmeline’s daughters, Christabel and Sylvia, persuaded her to start another organisation called the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU). This organisation believed in ‘deeds not words’, this involved them in many different activities to draw people’s attention to their cause. The women who belonged to this organisation were given the name ‘suffragettes’ by the Daily Mail. The suffragettes were involved in smashing windows, going on hunger strikes and setting fire to property. Between 1908 and 1909 Emmeline was sent to jail three times and went on hunger strike in protest by refusing to eat. When women did this they were force fed with a tube. 

In 1913 one of the suffragettes called Emily Davidson was killed when she threw herself in protest under the King’s horse at the Derby, people were very shocked.

In 1914 the First World War started and Emmeline and the other suffragettes encouraged all women to support the war effort. In 1918 women over 30 were allowed to vote and just before Emmeline died on 14 June 1928 women were given equal voting rights with men. 
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