Introductionto Liberal history

In our shortintroductory article series, Tony Little recalls the life and achievements
of Millicent Garrett Fawcett, aradical and pioneering feminist best known as the
leader of the suffragists, the constitutional campaigners for women’s votes.

Millicent Garrett
Fawcett, 1847-1929

ORN IN ALDEBURGH on 11 June 1847, Mil- activity mainly through her older sisters Louisa
B licent Garretwas the eighth of theeleven = andElizabeth. Elizabeth Garrett Anderson was

children born to the businessman New- the first British woman to qualify asa doctorand
son Garrettand hiswife Louisa, néeDunnell. Her  one of thefirst elected to a schoolboard. Visiting
father, aLiberal, encouraged political discussion  Elizabeth in London, the eighteen-year-old Mil-
athome, but Millicent was drawn into political licent was taken to hear John Stuart Mill speak

Millicent Garrett Fawcett (1847-1929) in 1910 (© National Portrait Gallery, London)
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onwomen’srights, and became a disciple. The
nextyear she helped organise the women’s fran-
chise petition linked to Mill’s failed amendment
tothe 1867 Reform Act.

Socialising in London’s radical political
circles, Millicent met Henry Fawcett (1833-84)
and, despite their age difference, married him
in1867. Their only daughter, Philippa, wasborn
ayear later. Although blinded in a shooting
accidentin 1858, Henry Fawcett became pro-
fessor of economics at Cambridge in 1863 and
Liberal MP for Brighton in 1865 and for Hackney
after 1874. He was Postmaster-General in Glad-
stone’s second government. With shared inter-
estsinwalking, rowing andriding, the couple
was intellectually and politically well matched.
Millicent assisted her husband in a secretarial
capacity and he encouraged her political and
academic endeavours. Theroyalties from her
books, such as Political Economy for Beginners,
helped provide for herin her widowhood.

At Cambridge, the couple campaigned
for the admission of women to the university,
backing Henry Sidgwick’slectures for women
and the foundation of Newnham College. Mil-
licentlater refused the opportunity to be mis-
tress of Girton but she became a governor of
Bedford College, later part of the University of
London. She saw the narrow range of occu-
pations open to women as causing their lower
pay, and therefore fought for professions to
be opened to female entry. She was a founder
member of the National Union of Working
Women and a council member of the Women'’s
Protective and Provident League, although as a
traditional radical she rejected protective legis-
lation for adult workers.

Inthe same way, Mrs Fawcett favoured
equality in moralissues, opposing the 1857
divorce law forrequiring a higher standard of
proof from wives suing for divorce than from
husbands. She opposed the Contagious Dis-
eases Acts (which allowed the forced medical
inspection of suspected prostitutes in mili-
tary towns) but quietly, perhaps because that

crusade might have sullied her suffrage work, or
perhapsbecause her sister Elizabeth supported
the Acts. She wasa founder member of the
National Vigilance Association, amoral purity
campaign brought to prominenceby W. T.
Stead’s 1885 exposure of the white slave trade,
and was concerned aboutIndian child marriage.

The failure of Mill’'s 1867 amendment led
tomore formal and organised lobbying for the
women’s franchise. Millicent Garret Fawcett
was afounding committee member of the Lon-
don Society for Woman Suffragein 1867and,
despite her youth, spoke from the platform at
itsfirst public meeting. She also spoke at a pub-
lic meeting in her husband’s Brighton constitu-
ency, only to face criticism from another MP for
her effrontery.

The London pioneers of women’s suf-
frage thought that their fight would be a brief
one, rather than the half-century struggle it
became. Winning the vote for women house-
holdersin Poor Law and school board elec-
tionsin 1869 reinforced that outlook. Perhaps
because of their intellectual and social milieu,
they saw their principal roles as the preparation
of well-argued propaganda, and ensuring that
Parliament debated the case, which occurred
regularly throughout the 1870s. A similar body
tothe London Society was established in Man-
chesterand, in 1871, Jacob Bright suggested
that greater coordination between the suffrage
groups would enhance their efficiency; a Central
Committee for Women'’s Suffrage was formed
under the leadership of Lydia Becker. Millicent
Fawcett became a member of the new group
and joinedits executive in 1881.

The suffragistshad hopes for the 1884
Reform Bill, butits passage was blocked by
the Lords until the Liberal government agreed
to aredistribution of seats. When Gladstone
asserted that the bill could not be carried if it
included votes forwomen, support for their
amendment faded. Although a minister, Henry
Fawcett voted for theamendment. He died later
that year, and Millicent never forgave Gladstone
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for frustrating their campaign and for repri-
manding her husband over the episode.

In 1886 Millicent Fawcett broke with the
Liberal Party over Irish home rule. In 1888 she
was one of the founders of the Women’s Liberal
Unionist Association though, like many other
free traders, sheresigned in 1904 after Joseph
Chamberlain, the Liberal Unionistleader,
embraced tariff reform. While a Unionist, she
headed the 1901 official commission sent to
investigate Emily Hobhouse’s allegations of the
maltreatment of familiesin Boer War concen-
tration camps.

The quarrel within Liberalism spilt over to
the franchise movement, with Mrs Fawcett pre-
venting Women’s Liberal Federation branches
joining the National Society for Women’s Suf-
frage. Nevertheless, following the death of
Lydia Beckerin 1890, Fawcett became therec-
ognised national leader of the suffrage crusade.
Although a competentrather than aninspir-
ing speaker, she had a strongreputationasan
organiser. Her efforts to coordinate the various
groupsresulted in the formation of the National
Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS)
in1897. Thisbecame and remained the biggest
of the women’s campaign organisations.

Understandably frustrated by theirina-
bility to win the vote, in 1903 the Pankhursts,
initially part of the Manchester franchise
group, established the more aggressive Wom-
en’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), attack-
ing property as ameans of creating publicity,
separating ‘suffragettes’ from the ‘suffragists’
of the NUWSS. Fawcett never condoned mili-
tant tactics, but publicly sympathised with the
hardships suffered by the suffragettes during
their arrestand imprisonment. She alsorec-
ognised that the publicity generated by the
WSPU enhanced recruitment to the NUWSS and
strengtheneditshandinlobbying.

The 1906 Liberal election victory
appeared to offer the best chance yet for suc-
cess. Between 1906 and 1914 both the NUWSS
and WSPU organised their biggest marches,
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demonstrations and mass parliamentary lob-
bies. Asquith’s procrastination and his failure
even to pass the Conciliation Bill, which would
have enfranchised female heads of household,
provoked further frustrated violence from

the WSPU. Fawcett added Asquith to her list

of unforgivables and threw the weight of the
NUWSS behind the Labour Party, which had
endorsed adult suffrage.

For Millicent, during the Great War the
franchise took second place to patriotism,
despite a significant portion of the NUWSS
executive favouring a pacifistline. Although
campaigning wasin abeyance, towards the
end of the war Millicent negotiated with Lloyd
George and put her weight behind the 1918 bill
which gave the vote to women over thirty.

Following this achievement, Fawcett
retired from the presidency of the NUWSS,
being succeeded by Eleanor Rathbone. The
organisation was superseded by the National
Union of Societies for Equal Citizenship
(NUSEC) with abroader feminist agenda cover-
ing morality, employment and pensions as well
asvoting qualifications. Despite herincreasing
age, Millicent remained active in the promotion
of higher education for women, for education
of Indian girlsand on some economic equality
issues. But sheremained a classical economist
totheend, resigning from NUSEC whenitadded
family allowances to its programme.

Dame Millicent, as she became in 1925,
was present for the 1928 Commons vote which
equalised the franchise for men and women.
Shedied on 5 August1929.

A principal source for her papersisthe
Women’s Library in London. The official biog-
raphyisbyR. Strachey (1931); amore mod-
ern study is D. Rubinstein, A Different World
for Women (1991). Millicent’s memoir, WhatI
Remember, was published in 1925; some of her
other books, including her short history of the
campaign, are available on the internet.

Tony Little is Chair of the Liberal Democrat History
Group
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