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Background information


The Suffragettes’ militant methods won them support for their cause as well as a great deal of 
opposition.  Breaking the law and getting arrested and imprisoned was a deliberate tactic.  In 1909 
some Suffragettes who were imprisoned began hunger strikes.  As a result the Government resorted 
to force-feeding, which allowed the Suffragettes to get even more publicity.  


This paper presents you with sources about the methods used by the Suffragettes and the 
Government’s responses and gives you the opportunity to decide for yourself how effective the 
Government’s actions were in dealing with the Suffragettes’ militant tactics. 


 


Source A:  From a speech in 1909 by the Home Secretary explaining why he introduced the 
force-feeding of Suffragettes on hunger strike in prison.  The Home Secretary was the 
Government minister responsible for law and order.


The Suffragettes choose to organise disturbances and commit assaults.  They choose to go 
to prison.  They choose to refuse food.  They choose to resist force-feeding.  They demand 
to be released after two or three days to create more disturbances.  They wish to have it all 
ways.  


Force-feeding is not a punishment.  To let women starve would not only be inhuman but, 
in the event of death, would lead to a charge of manslaughter.
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Turn over     


Source B:  An illustration published on the cover of The Suffragette newspaper in July 1914.  It shows 
the force-feeding of a Suffragette.


Source C:  From Prisons and Prisoners by Lady Constance Lytton, a Suffragette, published in 1914.  
Here she describes being force-fed in prison.


The doctor put a tube, about four feet long and much too wide, down my throat.  Then the 
food was poured in quickly.  It made me sick a few seconds after it was down.  The action of 
being sick made my body and legs double up, but the prison warder instantly pressed back 
my head and the doctor leant on my knees.  I forgot everything except my own sufferings.


Source D:  From a speech in March 1913 by Charles Mansell-Moullin.  He is talking about the attitude 
of the Home Secretary towards the treatment of the Suffragette hunger-strikers. 


The Home Secretary has said time after time that force-feeding, carried out in His Majesty’s 
prisons, is neither dangerous nor painful.  The other day he was asked about the possibility 
of a lady suffering injury from the treatment she received in prison.  He replied ‘I cannot take 
any action until someone in prison actually suffers an injury from her treatment’.


FORCIBLE FEEDING


Militant Women Tortured
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Source E: From a letter sent at the King’s request to the Home Secretary in 1913.


The King has asked me to write to you about force-feeding.  His Majesty cannot help 
feeling that there is something shocking, if not absolutely cruel, in the ordeal these women 
have to go through if they refuse to take food.  His Majesty believes that Mrs Pankhurst’s 
description of being force-fed is more or less true.  Her story will even horrify people who 
have no sympathy with the methods used by the militant Suffragettes.  Is it not possible to 
abolish force-feeding?


Source F:  From Britain in the Twentieth Century, a history textbook published in 1994.


The Government was under pressure to do something about the forcible feeding of 
hunger-striking Suffragettes.  They introduced an Act in 1913 that was quickly nicknamed 
the ‘Cat and Mouse Act’.  Women who refused food would be released on a special licence 
to prevent them from gaining any public sympathy from hunger-striking in prison.  After a 
specified time the woman would be rearrested and taken back to prison to serve another 
part of her sentence.  In this way the Government was seen to resemble a cat cruelly 
‘playing’ with a mouse: allowing the woman to go free and then recapturing her.


Source G:  From the Daily Express newspaper, 14 October 1908, at the start of the Suffragette militant 
campaign.


The time for gently dealing with idle, mischievous women who call themselves ‘militant 
suffragettes’ has gone.  The important business of the state has been held up.  Hundreds 
of policemen have been given difficult and unnecessary work.  Such things cannot be 
tolerated.  Now the country will demand that these women, who encourage disorder and 
riot, should be punished with the utmost severity.


Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders to obtain their permission for the use of copyright material.  
Edexcel, a product of Pearson Education Ltd.  will, if notified, be happy to rectify any errors or omissions and include any 
such rectifications in future editions.
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Answer ALL questions.

Look carefully at the background information and Sources A to G in the Sources Booklet 
and then answer Questions 1 to 5 which follow.

1 Study Source A.

 What can you learn from Source A about the Home Secretary’s attitude to the 
Suffragettes?

(6)
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2 Study Source B.

 How does this newspaper illustration get its message across?  Explain your answer, 
using Source B.

(8)
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(Total for Question 2 = 8 marks)
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3 Study Sources B, C and D.

 How far do Sources C and D support the impression given in Source B about the use 
of force-feeding?  Explain your answer, using these sources.

(10)
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*P39340A0916* Turn over     

4 Study Sources E and F.

 Is Source E more useful than Source F to the historian investigating reactions to the 
force-feeding of Suffragettes?  Explain your answer, using Sources E and F.

(10)
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(Total for Question 4 = 10 marks)
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*P39340A01216*

*5 Study Sources A, F and G and use your own knowledge.

 ‘The Government’s actions were successful in dealing with the militant tactics of the 
Suffragettes in the years 1908–14’.

 How far do you agree with this statement?  Explain your answer, using your own 
knowledge, Sources A, F and G and any other sources you find helpful.
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 TOTAL FOR PAPER = 50 MARKS
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