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In May 2016, feminist activist Caroline Criado-Perez, who successfully campaigned to get Jane Austen on 

the new £10 note in 2014, launched a campaign to have a monument to a woman erected in Parliament 

Square, directly outside the British Houses of Parliament, London. There were 11 monuments in the Square 

and all were dedicated to prominent men. The following month, on the 150th anniversary of the first woman 

suffrage petition being presented to parliament in 1866, Criado-Perez presented a petition for a statue of a 

woman – with 74,000 signatures – to parliament. Her campaign was successful. The woman chosen to be 

honoured was Millicent Fawcett. Fawcett had been campaigning for the female franchise since the 1860s. 

She played a leading role in the founding, and later in the running, of the National Union of Women’s 

Suffrage Societies (NUWSS, established 1897), an umbrella organisation which gathered together many of 

the more influential individual and non-militant suffrage societies existing at the time. The statue of the 

leader of the constitutional suffrage movement holding a banner with the words, ‘Courage Calls to Courage 

Everywhere’, was unveiled in April 2018.1 

The campaign for the woman vote won partial success in 1918 when the franchise was extended to 

relevant women over 30 years old. Women were granted voting rights on an equal basis with men in 1928. 

The story of how women won the vote forms a significant part of the wider narrative about the development 

of democracy in Britain. It is not surprising, then, that a monument to one of the most influential leaders of 

that suffrage movement would be included in Parliament Square, albeit after much delay and energetic 

campaigning. In the face of vehement opposition, Fawcett and her followers had patiently employed lawful 

constitutional methods, like petitioning and public parades, in their long road to the franchise. Her statue – 

that of a quietly determined woman calling for courage – evokes that sense of feminine patience.2 It is 

dignified and decorous. There is nothing about her monument that calls to mind the bitter opposition of the 

past. It does not stand to rebuke or embarrass those who were on the losing side of the woman suffrage 

debate; those who got it wrong. 

Yet, it took more than a feminine sense of resolve to win the woman vote. In the last two decades of 

the 70 year march to enfranchisement, a militant form of feminism helped to propell the campaign towards 

success.3 The methods deployed by militants like Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst, leaders of the smaller 

organisation, the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU, established 1903), were decidedly 
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indecorous, unwomanly and impatient. Their aggressive public demonstrations, destruction of public and 

private property and, in some instances, their use of physical force against male politicians were met with 

passionate, often violent response. These militant activists invoked an array of harmful emotional reactions, 

from indignation and repugnance to fear and hostility. Yet, it was the leader of this highly contentious 

movement for democratic reform who had a public monument dedicated to her, unveiled by former prime 

minister, Stanley Baldwin, in the full sight of the British Houses of Parliament, almost 80 years before her 

constitutional counterpart. Given how radically transgressive, aggressive and sometimes violently disruptive 

militant suffragists were, how was it that they were some of the first to be commemorated and celebrated 

after the vote was won? How was their story rationalised and integrated into traditional narratives of 

democracy, when it took so long for their peaceful, less disruptive sisters to gain equal recognition? 

This chapter examines the memory of militant suffragism. It does so by adopting a comparative 

approach. How have militant feminists been remembered in Britain? How, too, have they been remembered 

in other national sites linked, or formerly linked, to Britain, including Ireland, Australia and USA? The 

chapter pays particular attention to how remembering the transgressions of radical feminists has had an 

impact on accepted national narratives of democracy. It also casts a light on how the emotional politics of 

citizenship and nationalism have helped to shape how militants are remembered. 

 

The Distinct Disruptiveness of Militant Feminists – Fear of the Female Citizen Soldiers and Concerns 

about Corrupted Emotional Regimes  

 

Before going on to examine how militant suffragists have been remembered, it is necessary to very briefly 

outline why militant feminists excited such highly strung emotional backlashes, compared with those 

feminists who adopted non-militant methods. Conservatives were uncomfortable with the idea of women 

exercising overt political power. However, women exercising aggressive and sometimes violent tactics in 

the attempt to gain this political power elicited emphatic feelings of discomfort.4 There are reasons for this. 

Many, feminists included, believed that women were the pacifist sex, laden with trying to keep the potential 

violence of men in check.5 Women being physically aggressive in the name of their sex, no matter how 

small they were in number, upset this belief.  

There are also other related reasons linked to the gendered nature of citizenship and the emotional 

regimes governing men’s and women’s behaviour in society. If women earned the right to vote, would they 

be subject to military service in the way that men were? For some, like renowned anti-suffragist Sir Almroth 

E. Wright, this possibility evoked horrific images of male-female violence – of ‘men and women shooting 

each other down and falling upon each other with bayonets’ and ‘of the female body shot and run-through’. 

There surge into the mind, Wright said, ‘visions also of the possibility of women soldiers fighting and killed 

in a condition of pregnancy; and worst nightmares’.6 The consequences of such a calamity were not simply 

physical, they were also emotional. Until now, conservatives asserted, emotional regimes or honour codes – 

with their focus on chivalry and fairness – had protected men and women from each other’s excesses. For 



example, under these codes, the physically stronger, more aggressive sex was directed to protect the 

physically weaker, more loving sex from harm. Fighting women upset not only the chivalrous aspects of 

honour codes, but also the traditional model of sex-differentiated citizenship. Physical and emotional chaos 

threatened. 

Not surprisingly, then, physically aggressive women elicited negative emotional responses from 

those keen to preserve the integrity of sex differentiation, on which British notions of civilisation were 

based; civilised ideals which were transported and transplanted around the vast British empire.7 Women who 

used force to demand the rights of citizenship (whether or not they agreed with the model of the female 

citizen soldier) created a volatile emotional milieu which had consequences not only for those trying to 

maintain stability within the nation and the empire, but also for those who were tasked with ‘remembering’ 

the work of these feminist radicals later. Officially commemorating the achievements of women who had 

used womanly virtues – like patience and a peaceful but determined resolve – to win the vote meant dealing 

with the embarrassing fact that authorities had got it wrong for so long. But, inserting transgressive women 

into national narratives of democratic reform – women who had provoked intense shame, anger and hatred 

because they appropriated methods that were usually deemed men’s domain, like physical destruction – was 

a considerably more difficult task. Rehabilitating these transgressives called for much more emotional work 

on the part of the memory makers. In this remainder of this chapter, I will explore a number of those 

commemorative projects and processes. 

 

United Kingdom: A National Narrative of Gradual Reform and a Regional Story of Radical 

Democracy 

 

The story that Britain tends to tell of itself is that it was, and is, a place of gradual, peaceful democratic 

reform. Unlike other unruly parts of Europe, for example, Britain has not been home to violent upheaval and 

revolution. This is as befits the long-time head of a vast and troublesome empire; a nation at the centre of an 

expansive global network charged with transporting and transplanting civilisation in remote and barbarous 

places.  

And yet, Britain was home to an intensely disruptive campaign for democratic reform in that it 

played host to militant suffragism. The ‘confrontational, assertive and “unladylike” tactics’ of the militant 

WSPU re-energised the suffrage campaign by forcing the feminist issue into the limelight.8  From 1905 to 

1912, the campaign took the form of heckling politicians, noisily disrupting political meetings, and a 

willingness to go to prison rather than paying fines for ‘unruly’ behaviour. From 1912, until they ceased 

their militant campaign at the outset of the Great War in 1914, suffragettes moved on to more violent and 

often illegal forms of activity such as mass window-breaking raids, vandalising post boxes, attacking public 

property, setting fire to buildings, and going on hunger strikes.9 Consequently, they were subject to some of 

Britain’s first ever counter-terrorist surveillance techniques. These radical tactics may have reignited the 

British suffrage campaign, but they also angered and embarrassed many onlookers. They drew the wrath of 



conservative anti-suffragists, like members of the National League for Opposing Woman Suffrage 

(NLOWS), who were dismayed that Britain’s reputation for gradual, rational, liberal democratic reform was 

being corroded – and by women.10 How, then, did a former British prime minister come to dedicate a 

monument to the most notorious of these militant suffragists, Emmeline Pankhurst, within view of the 

British Houses of Parliament?  

In 1930, the Suffragette Fellowship, a group of former militant suffragists now dedicated to 

preserving the memory of the militant movement, erected a statue to Pankhurst in Victoria Tower Gardens, 

alongside the Houses of Parliament.11 The statue is of this notorious militant, raised on a plinth, striking a 

respectable and commanding pose, as if about to address a crowd. At the base of the statue a stone 

inscription states: ‘This statue of Emmeline Pankhurst was erected as a tribute to her courageous leadership 

of the movement for the enfranchisement of women’. For many years, former suffragists made regular 

pilgrimages to the site around Emmeline Pankhurst’s birthday (15 July). Whereas once the statue 

commanded an impressive view of Westminster, over the decades it has become somewhat obscured by 

growing foliage and the erection of a fence around Victoria Tower Gardens. The garden setting has worked 

to domesticate Pankhurst. There is little about her statue that suggests that she led a movement that 

alternately embarrassed and angered the British public. Rather than recalling Pankhurst’s disruptive 

character, the militancy and violence she provoked or the revolutionary nature of the reform that she helped 

to usher in, the monument evokes a sense of solid citizenship. 

Laura Nym Mayhall argues that this statue to the disruptive militant was only possible because, at its 

unveiling, it was dedicated to a story of conservative democracy rather than revolutionary reform. More 

specifically, its respectability was contingent on a conversion narrative, with the Pankhursts at the centre of 

that narrative. At the outbreak of World War One (1914-1918), the Pankhursts abandoned militancy and 

instead adopted a highly patriotic form of suffragism by effectively using their commitment to war work to 

legitimise their push for the vote.12 When unveiling the monument, Baldwin chose to subsume Emmeline 

Pankhurst’s activism into a British tradition of ‘gradual, peaceful reform, a tradition he viewed as evidence 

of Britain’s distinctiveness from the rest of Europe’. He further pointed to the ‘very English’ nature of the 

dedication proceedings which had brought previous rivals together to honour a controversial leader.13 Those 

who had opposed the woman vote, like Baldwin and his peers, were right to be sceptical of women’s ability 

to fulfil the full duties of citizenship, until they had seen them perform this citizenship in an appropriate 

manner as they did during the war.14 This ‘conversion’ – from unwomanly, aggressive transgressives to 

devoted patriots – worked to absolve men of the embarrassment of taking the wrong side.  

Interestingly, this integration of radical protest into a less threatening tradition of gradual liberal 

reform is not embraced evenly across the country. In Manchester, home of the Pankhursts and the birthplace 

of the WSPU, there is no need to sanitise or deradicalize the militants. Rather, their militancy is appropriate 

for a region that refers to itself as the radical north. There, they have been pulled into the narrative of a 

region known for its radical politics, from Chartism and the Peterloo Massacre to anti-slavery campaigns to 

the militant suffrage movement and the birth of the Independent Labour Party.15 



This integration of the Pankhursts into an unembarrassed narrative of the radical north’s contribution 

to the development of British democracy – the north keeping the south accountable through exerting 

pressure of a militant kind, from the Chartists to suffragettes – can be seen in the People’s History Museum. 

This Manchester-based museum states that it is ‘the national museum of democracy, telling the story of its 

development in Britain: past, present, and future’.16 The women’s fight for the vote is presented as one 

significant part of that journey, incorporated into the museum’s ‘Revolution’, ‘Reformers’, ‘Workers’, and 

‘Voters 1880–1945’ permanent exhibition. One exhibit, the reconstructed kitchen of Hannah Mitchell, self-

educated socialist and suffragette (a former member of the WSPU) who became a Poor Law Guardian and 

later a Manchester City Councillor (Labour Party) and a magistrate, reminds visitors that as stifling as the 

home was for disenfranchised women, it was often from here that radical activisms were launched. 

Domesticity is simultaneously a site of confinement and political organisation.  

Museums subsume histories of militant suffragism into narratives which suit their overall agenda. 

The Museum of London, for example, exhibits artefacts from the militant movement in its ‘People’s City 

1850s-1940s’ gallery, demonstrating how the fight for the vote brought women to the fstreets and therefore 

to the forefront of London life.17 The story that is told of militant suffragism in the radical north’s People’s 

History Museum likewise suits its remit. Here, in a site dedicated to shining a light on people’s agency in 

pushing through democratic reform, the story told is of intersectional politics: gender and class-based 

inequities and protests merge. Movements for labour and feminist reform intertwine. 

Not far away, and similar to Mitchell’s kitchen exhibit, this message about the dual functioning of 

the domestic is made even more explicit, although in a more affluent setting. The parlour in the former home 

of the Pankhursts has been recreated and opened to the public.18 The restored parlour exemplifies the 

intimacy of feminine domesticity. However, suffrage memorabilia – the now familiar green, purple, and 

white sash, and a Roll of Honour of Suffragette Prisoners 1905–1914 signed by fellow militant Emmeline 

Pethick Lawrence – scattered in among everyday artefacts, like cups and saucers, works to showcase the 

intersections of private domesticity and public activism. The room performs as a ‘living monument’; a 

reconstructed domestic dwelling that simultaneously evokes the excitement of radical feminism and all the 

frustrations of a stifling and confined middle-class female existence. 

In many ways, the feminine domesticity of recreated spaces like Mitchell’s kitchen and the 

Pankhurst parlour, risks belying the radical and even the violent nature of the activism spawned there. 

However, visitors to the Pankhurst Centre are left in no doubt about how they are expected to interpret 

militant women’s contributions to the development of democracy, however domestic the setting, for, as one 

display note states, because of ‘Manchester’s radical and forward-thinking history, it was a logical place for 

the Suffragettes to come from’.19 Here in the radical north, there is no need to rehabilitate radical women to 

fit with a narrative of gradual, non-violent democratic reform as in the nation’s capital. Their anger is not an 

embarrassment. It is part of the region’s emotional narrative of democratic reform. 

 

Australia: Celebrating British Militant Connections and Core-Periphery Turns 



 

In Australia, the granting of the woman vote has been used to tell a different story of democracy than either 

that of the peaceful south or radical north. There, at the far ends of the empire, women’s suffrage was 

subsumed into a grander foundational narrative of the shift from disparate colonies to democratic nation 

(1901, when the colonies morphed into a federation). It has been drawn into the democratic tale of the 

attainment of the ‘working man’s paradise’.20 However, the story of the woman vote has also been used for 

another political purpose. It was deployed to turn the imperial tables as it were; to upset empire hierarchies 

and conventions by claiming Australian leadership on matters of democracy. 

Women in the Australian colonies were granted the parliamentary franchise much earlier than those 

in the imperial centre. Indeed, the Australian colonies were some of the first, globally, to grant white women 

the right to vote (1902).21 Some have used this point to build what is now a tenacious, mythological account 

of Australian men offering their womankind the vote as a form of ‘gift’.22 British anti-suffragists, for 

example, declared that the woman vote in the former colonies was nothing more than ‘an idle compliment 

Australian men have paid their women’.23 In doing so, they completely ignored the fact that women 

conducted long and sometimes acrimonious campaigns for the vote in the six Australian colonies.24  

The vote in Australia may not have been a ‘gift’ but there was no violence in the way that there was 

in the British ‘mother country’. Australian suffragists also tended to shy away from the notion of public 

spectacle in the form of parades and pageantry.25 Their preferred method was petitioning. One example of 

this is the ‘Monster Petition’. This was a massive scroll containing 30,000 signatures collected by leading 

activists such as Marie Kirk, Vida Goldstein and Annette Bear-Crawford, working with organisations such 

as the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union and the Victorian Women’s Suffrage Society. The petition 

was presented to the Victorian Parliament in 1891, although the state was not to grant the vote until 1908. A 

sculpture has since been erected in Melbourne to commemorate this feat of organised constitutional protest. 

26 A massive ribbon unfurls elegantly against the backdrop of Burston Reserve, Melbourne, in the shadow of 

St Patrick’s Cathedral, and reminds passers-by that petitioning – a non-militant, non-violent form of 

protesting – was one of the most relied on political activities carried out by suffragists in Australian states. 

The nature of the various Australian campaigns for the vote means that there are few procession 

banners, sashes, photographs, and fund-raising merchandise for collectors, as there is in Britain. There are 

no Australian hunger striking medals, chains and belts, hammers and truncheons or police surveillance 

photographs, such as those on display in the Museum of London. There is no return train ticket carried in the 

purse of an activist, like the WSPU’s Emily Wilding Davison, who died for the vote. However, Australia 

does boast links to the British militancy in that a significant number of women did travel to England to 

participate in the colourful, exciting and contentious militant movement there.27 Accordingly, Australian 

heritage sites have had reason to exhibit artefacts that exemplify these Australian-British links.  

In recent years, the Museum of Australian Democracy, situated in Old Parliament House in the 

nation’s capital, Canberra, has devoted a significant portion of its suffrage display to these Australian-British 

militant connections. For example, in the early 2010s, the museum acquired and displayed a hunger strike 



medal – one of only about one hundred medals produced – which belonged to British woman Charlotte 

Blacklock, the suffragette board game, Pank-A-Squith (a game pitting foes, Emmeline Pankhurst and Prime 

Minister Herbert Asquith, against each other) and a pair of black stockings embroidered with the suffragette 

slogan ‘Votes for Women’ that was almost certainly worn on suffragette marches.28 Aesthetically, these 

objects are ‘visually arresting’.29 However, they also facilitate a narrative about Australia’s national identity, 

its evolving colonial-imperial relationship and claims about national pride, even colonial supremacy.  

Historian Ann Curthoys explains that prior to World War Two (1939-1945), many Australians 

embraced a national identity premised on an integration of Australianness and Britishness. After that, 

relations loosened with many Australians even denying their Britishness. In the 1980s, however, it appeared 

that many who continued to deny Australian-British connections were in fact attempting to evade a history 

of complicity in the dispossession of the indigenous population in this British white settler colony.30 

Rejecting connections with Britain was no longer a comfortable political process for a significant proportion 

of those in this settler society. Recognising and commemorating the interconnecting suffrage movements 

offered one pathway for confronting those connections. 

Another reason for the importance of twenty-first century explorations of Australian-British feminist 

connections relates to power differentials in metropolitan-periphery narratives, seen through competing 

narratives about democracy. The presence of Australian activists in London helped Australian suffragists 

then, and historians since, to challenge reigning assumptions in the imperial centre that influence only 

flowed from the metropole to the peripheries.31 As historian Barbara Caine has argued, Australian women 

had managed to trump their sisters in the mother country by obtaining the right to vote decades before them. 

These factors combined to alter the nature of the relationship between feminists in the metropole and those 

in the peripheries. They allowed antipodean women their first opportunity ‘to turn the imperial tables as it 

were, and to offer their unfortunate British sisters help, guidance and advice’.32  

Not surprisingly, British conservatives at the time denied any such reversal of core-periphery flows. 

Instead they saw Australian claims of parity, even supremacy, as naively embarrassing.33 Still, the fact of the 

pioneering Australian woman vote helped to bolster the new settler-colonial nation’s claims for 

international, and certainly empire, leadership in matters of democratic reform. Displaying artefacts which 

epitomise this, such as the ephemera that Australian women took back from the British militant movement, 

has only served to support this triumphant narrative. Past association with the women who had produced so 

much anger in the imperial centre, was now harnessed to fuel national pride in the antipodes. 

 

United States of America: Militant Tactics Embarrass the New Global Leaders of Democracy 

 

The American suffrage movement also had close ties with the British militant movement. Unlike in 

Australia, however, US women did not simply travel to Britain and take part in the militant campaign there. 

When back in the US, they responded to their increasing frustration with the American constitutional 

movement’s apparent lack of progress by adopting militant tactics. The militant organisation, the National 



Woman’s Party (NWP), led by activists such as Alice Paul (who had participated in militancy in Britain), 

Lucy Burns and Harriot Stanton Blatch, aimed to speed up the suffrage campaign through adopting visually 

dramatic and disruptive techniques. From 1917, for example, the NWP instituted the ‘Silent Sentinels’, 

whereby women’s bodies were staged as silent forms of protest outside the White House in Washington 

D.C.34 Although American militant tactics did not escalate to fire-bombing property or assaulting politicians, 

as in the UK, they did set fire to speeches and even effigies of their president. Both practices were intended 

to physically and emotionally harass the leader of their government; a dangerously disruptive approach to 

adopt during wartime when patriotic emotions were running high. US suffragists may not have appropriated 

British militants’ more extreme tactics but the physical assaults they experienced at the hands of angry 

spectators and police and the arrests, hunger strikes, and force feeding that they were subsequently subjected 

to were reminiscent of the pre-First World War British movement. 

  

Yet, in contrast to Britain, the story of American militancy is publicly commemorated less than its 

constitutional counterpart. There are multiple possible explanations for this. One is that the specific physical 

and emotional tactics employed by militants severely disrupted the new nation-state’s developing narrative 

of democracy, amid the backdrop of a devastating global conflict. Unlike the WSPU, American militants 

provided authorities with no conversion story which could be used to integrate them into the post-suffrage 

national narrative of democracy. Another is that the public memory of the suffrage movement in the US has 

been dominated by the momentous task of trying to overcome the racialised fissures that were to mar the 

wider women’s movement. 

The idea of citizenship that emerged from the republican nation-state was, controversially, both 

gendered and racialised. African American men were enfranchised immediately after the American Civil 

War (1861-1865).35 White women in the US were not given the vote for another half a century, with the 

ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment of the US Constitution in 1920.36 The racist reaction to black 

men’s enfranchisement by a prominent section of the women’s movement – despite a strong history of joint 

feminist-abolitionist activism – caused irreparable divisions between black and white suffragists.37 

Therefore, memories of the US women’s suffrage movement were not drawn into triumphant narratives of 

the birth of the new democracy as they were in Australia, where white women were inducted into the newly 

federated nation-state immediately after that federation (while indigenous people were excluded). Instead, 

efforts to remember the American suffrage movement are largely characterised by racialised discomfort and 

a desire to align a pre-Civil War alliance of abolitionist and gender-based activism with a post-war history 

marred by division and animosity.  

One heritage site which has managed to do this successfully is the Women’s Rights National 

Historical Park (WRNHP) in Seneca Falls in upstate New York. The WRNHP – a collection of restored 

former homes of suffragists and abolitionists, as well as a Visitors’ Centre and reconstructed Chapel38 – 

celebrates the fact that the 72 year campaign to secure the vote for American women originated in the 

Seneca Falls Wesleyan Methodist Chapel where the first Women’s Rights Convention was held (1848).39 



Adopting a ‘living monument’ approach, not unlike the Pankhurst Centre in Manchester, it tells the story of 

women’s simultaneous confinement to the domestic sphere and their use of the home to launch their 

activism. This approach is particularly evident in the restored home of leading suffragist Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton who detested the stifling confines of the home but was compelled to organise the women’s rights 

movement from there.40 The uniqueness of the WRNHP, however, is that some of these domestic settings 

were also used to hide fugitive slaves, forming part of a nineteenth century network of antislavery activists 

and safe houses known as the Underground Railroad.41 The home of Quaker reformers, Thomas and Mary 

Ann M’Clintock is a case in point. The M’Clintock family hid runaway slaves in the basement of the house. 

It was also in their house that the manifesto of the women’s rights movement, the ‘Declaration of 

Sentiments’, was written and signed.42 The home which served to confine the frustrated feminist – 

reminding her of her exclusion from the public world of politics – also functioned as a site from which 

privileged but confined white women could provide shelter for the fugitive black slaves. Commemorating 

mid-nineteenth century white women’s simultaneous feminist and abolitionist activism has created an 

opportunity for the WRNHP to navigate around the racialised fissures that certainly appeared later in the 

women’s movement.  

When considering the militant branch of the wider women’s movement, it was not the racialised 

nature of its campaign that caused the most controversy at the time, although it was undoubtedly as 

complicit in its exclusion of black feminism as many other early twentieth century suffrage organisations. 

Rather, it was the nature of the emotional tactics deployed by the NWP, particularly the politics of 

embarrassment.  

During the First World War, America championed itself as the saviour of democracy. American men 

were fighting for their lives – and that of ‘western’ democracy – on international battlefields. The American 

president, Woodrow Wilson, was leading the quest to secure world peace and stability at the post-war 

negotiations. The new republican nation was positioned to take over the reins of global leadership in matters 

of liberty and democracy from a decaying old world, epitomised by a decadent and now severely declining 

Europe. However, the NWP had stated that it was following the ‘deliberate’ policy of exposing its 

government’s embarrassing faux pas, namely its ‘boasted crusade for world democracy, with the glaring 

inconsistency of the denial of democracy at home’.43 Here Wilson was, the NWP’s paper The Suffragist 

said, ‘a world leader with the almost pathetic trust of the peoples of the world, riding like a knight of old, 

championing the ideals of liberty, fraternity, democracy, equality and what not’.44 Yet, he denied those 

ideals at home. The Silent Sentinels were staged outside the White House to act as a humiliating reminder of 

his failure. Doubtless, the ferocity of the backlash against the Sentinels is partially explained by wartime 

emotions; by anger and frustration with what appeared to be selfish acts of treachery at a time when 

American men were dying abroad – all in the name of liberty and democracy. Unlike the British WSPU, the 

NWP did not abandon their disruptive tactics in the face of the war. They did not prove themselves patriotic. 

Therefore, they provided subsequent governments with no reason to draw their story into the official 

narrative of the ascendancy of US democracy.  



However, recent moves have been made to amend this, particularly in the state of Virginia. As the 

2020 centenary commemorations of the Nineteenth Amendment approach, Virginia has worked to claim the 

memory of the militants; to make itself known as the militant memorial capital of the US.45 At the time of 

writing, the region was in the process of constructing heritage sites dedicated to telling an alternative story 

of American democracy: a tale of womanly sacrifice, endurance and martyrdom in the name of equal and 

fair representation. Virginia is a fitting place for this endeavour, for it was here, in 1917, where the most 

dramatic assaults on militant bodies were launched; at the Occoquan Workhouse in Lorton, Virginia, when 

over 70 suffragists were imprisoned there after protesting outside the White House.  

The Turning Point Suffragist Memorial Association (TPSMA) has successfully conducted a long 

fund-raising campaign to establish a garden-style memorial to suffragists, located near the Occoquan 

Workhouse, to be officially opened on 26th August 2020, the 100th anniversary of the certification of the 

Nineteenth Amendment.46 The Association’s rationale for honouring the militants over the constitutionalists 

is that the their ‘courage, methods and commitment’, as well as their suffering, provided the spark or 

‘turning point’ that led to the passing of that Amendment.47 

However, the TPSMA’s decision to dedicate a site of peaceful contemplation to the memory of the 

militants is radically different from the museum currently occupying the actual Occoquan Workhouse 

grounds. The new 2020 Lucy Burns Museum, named after the militant suffragist and close friend of Alice 

Paul, tells the story of the 91 years in which the Lorton complex operated as a correctional facility.48 Here, 

the drama, passion, romantic idealism and suffering of the militants – of those ‘imprisoned without due 

process of law, for supporting their beliefs’ – takes centre stage, helping to knit together other tales of 

idealism, activism and incarceration (for example, other exhibits commemorate the fact that civil rights 

protestors, Noam Chomsky and Norman Mailer, were imprisoned there after peaceful demonstrations in 

Washington).49  

The story of the road to American democracy which the new museum champions is a visually 

arresting and seemingly inclusive one. The Virginian monuments shift the focus from militant suffragists’ 

deliberate attempts to embarrass their government at a time when it was endeavouring to carve an 

international reputation for itself as the global leader of democracy to their womanly willingness to sacrifice 

themselves so that America could achieve that reputation for democracy. In doing so, they remove any need 

for embarrassment and discomfort when remembering the radical exploits of these disruptive but courageous 

women.  

 

Concluding Thoughts: Ireland, Uneven Narratives of Democracy and the Limitations of Memory  

 

In places where there is a strong sense of dissonance regarding narratives of democracy, memories of 

militant women are not so readily massaged and integrated into national stories. Ireland is such a place. Irish 

feminists participated in the British militant suffrage movement. As part of the United Kingdom of Great 

Britain and Ireland (UK) since the 1800 Act of Union, they were, after all, campaigning for a vote in the 



same British parliament. They also inaugurated their own militant campaign in Ireland from 1912.50 In the 

1910s and 1920s, Irish women also performed militancy and/or violence for intersecting political causes, 

including feminism, nationalism and socialism. However, once Ireland was partitioned into two legislatures 

– the 26 counties Free State arising out of the War of Independence (1919-1921) and the 6 counties region 

that is still part of the UK – remembering the intersectional militant woman became a fraught process. How 

could two different states with two narratives of liberty and democracy – one which celebrated national 

freedom and another which experienced the trauma of 30 years of violent conflict arising out of a civil rights 

campaign (The Troubles, 1969-1998) – commemorate the group of women who employed militant tactics 

and who may even have resorted to violence for multiple forms of democratic reform in pre-partition 

Ireland?  

One way to address these questions is to use the example of Constance Markievicz. Markievicz was 

a feminist and a militant. She urged Irish women to arm to defend themselves and their country. She was a 

close ally of militant suffragists, like Hanna Sheehy Skeffington who led the preeminent militant 

organisation, the Irish Women’s Franchise League. She was a socialist and nationalist soldier and was the 

only woman sentenced to be executed for her leading role in a failed rebellion against British imperialism in 

1916 (a sentence commuted to life imprisonment, doubtless because of her sex). She was also the first 

woman to be elected to British Parliament, although she refused to take her seat and was the first woman 

minister in the inaugural Irish Parliament.51 Women like Markievicz – members of the Cumann na mBan 

(Women’s Council of the Irish Republican Army), for example – fought alongside and/or supported armed 

men in the Irish War of Independence (1919-1921) and the Irish Civil War (1922-1923). The memory of this 

militant, revolutionary woman – and in this case, a woman who exercised violence in the name of political 

reform –manifests itself differently north and south of the Irish border that she and many of her peers fought 

against. Her memory has been harnessed to support divergent regional and political narratives. 

In Dublin, the capital of independent Ireland – as the statue of Markievicz with her pet cocker 

spaniel, Poppet, demonstrates – it is possible to disarm and domesticate this militant leader (not unlike her 

militant counterpart in England, Emmeline Pankhurst). Postcolonial Ireland has no need to be reminded of 

the embarrassing, even shaming, fact that its womankind once begged a British government for the vote or 

that the revolutionary Irish man needed the help of his militant sisters to win the war against the British 

imperialist. For some, it is in their best interests to sanitise her memory. 

North of the border, however, where instability constantly threatens and the potential for further 

outbreaks of violence still exists, despite the end of the 30 years Troubles, there is less need to remove the 

embarrassing memory of the militant woman’s potency. Instead, some communities – in this case, the West 

Belfast nationalist community – there is much to be gained from recognising and representing the militant 

Irish woman’s revolutionary and violent potential. 

 

In all the sites examined in this chapter, successive generations of feminists have worked to publicly 

commemorate the contributions and achievements, tactics and sacrifices, of the early twentieth century 



militant women who fought for democracy. When viewed together, it becomes clear that, in many cases, 

publicly remembering militants means rehabilitating them. It means disarming them, rendering them 

unthreatening, and integrating them into narratives which celebrate particular brands of democratic reform, 

for example, those arising out of different political contexts (postcolonial, republican, settler-colonial, 

imperial). Analysing how transgressive women are remembered – and certainly women who were deemed 

dangerous in their own time because they defied gender-based conventions which dictated that only men 

should use aggressive and/or violent tactics in the name of citizenship – - reveals the limitations of feminist 

memory. Constance Markievicz is an excellent case in point here. Markievicz refused to take her seat in the 

British Houses of Parliament. The first woman to be elected there in 1918, she refused to recognise the 

authority of the British Parliament and instead took a seat in an alternative Irish parliament (Dáil Éireann). 

And yet, in 2018, a painted portrait of Markievicz was gifted to the UK Parliament by the Irish Parliament 

(Houses of the Oireachtas). This exchange was one of numerous ways in which the British and the Irish 

governments joined to mark the centenary of the Representation of the People Act 1918 which gave women 

– in Ireland and Britain – the vote in a British parliament.52 Despite this militant woman’s wish not to be 

represented in Westminster, her memory has served the purposes of these two early twenty-first century 

governments, and there she now sits. Whether inside, alongside or in a prominent place in front of the 

British Houses of Parliament, radical women have been deradicalized; made respectable enough to be 

integrated into relevant narratives of democratic reform. There is little need now to be embarrassed, shamed 

or even angered by their former transgressions. 
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