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Christabel Pankhurst, a prominent militant suffragette in Edwardian 
Britain, has been the subject of extensive historical analysis for her seemingly 
incoherent feminist ideology. Her involvement with the Independent Labour Party, 
endorsement of suffragette militancy, and later rejection of that militancy in order 
to devote herself and her organization, the Women’s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU), to the support of Britain’s World War I efforts all seem to fit awkwardly, 
if at all, into an understandable ideological framework.

However, a deeper examination of Pankhurst’s writings and experiences 
reveals great continuity in her thoughts, beliefs, and actions. Embedded in all 
of her work, before and during World War I, are three themes: the rejection 
of patriarchal structures and systems, the obligation to pursue aims she 
felt were morally right, and the implementation of a constructive, two-way 
relationship between the state and its people that was grounded in the consent 
of the governed. All three of the most important developments in Pankhurst’s 
understanding of feminism — her rejection of the Independent Labour Party and 
party politics more generally, her belief in the imperative of suffragette militancy, 
and her apparent setting aside of women’s suffrage in order to mobilize women 
for the war — fit within these three frameworks of understanding.

There are two significant implications of such analysis. The first is that, 
by looking at Pankhurst’s feminism through the lens of modern-day liberalism, 
most historians have underestimated if not completely overlooked Pankhurst’s 
radicalism. Unlike the many British suffragists who worked within the framework 
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of the law, Pankhurst and the WSPU rejected the government, claiming that 
the law, forced upon them without their consent, was not applicable. Pankhurst 
envisioned a society where women would not only get a seat at the men’s table 
but in fact get an entirely new table for themselves. Pankhurst’s feminism, in 
short, was based on women’s reform on the terms of women themselves.

The second major implication of the analysis is that it sheds light on 
Pankhurst’s war policy, which has caused scholarly confusion and generated 
claims of inconsistency. Many see Pankhurst’s feminism during wartime as a 
tragic concession, one in which she decided that it was more effective to work 
within the system rather than outside. However, this analysis does not examine 
carefully enough her wartime writings and actions. Indeed, her wartime policy 
can in fact be seen as the culmination of her devotion to the women’s cause 
and is reflective of her now wholly developed views on one’s relationship to 
government and country. Rather than forsaking suffrage for nationalism, as is so 
often assumed, Pankhurst actually wove the two together brilliantly, capitalizing 
on World War I as a way to reshape the very definition of British citizenship and 
remaining coherent throughout.

As historian June Purvis’ work Christabel Pankhurst: A Biography begins, 
Christabel Pankhurst was born on September 22, 1880 in Manchester, England 
to Emmeline and Richard Pankhurst.1 The eldest of four, Pankhurst was her 
mother’s favorite and the most bookish of her siblings. She particularly enjoyed 
reading the work of John Stuart Mill, a utilitarian philosopher and an early 
supporter of women’s suffrage. Mill actively opposed the Reform Act of 1832, the 
first time British law explicitly prohibited women from voting. Both of Pankhurst’s 
parents were heavily involved in the Independent Labour Party (ILP) and the 
growing call for women’s suffrage within the labor movement. Richard Pankhurst 
ran for Parliament twice but lost both times. Richard’s increasingly radical views 
also cost him many of his clients as a lawyer, putting the family in tough financial 
straits by the time Pankhurst was a young girl. However, the Pankhurst parents 
pressed on in their political engagement, bringing their children to rallies and 
meetings. The family was not particularly religious, but the Pankhurst children 
grew up in a household intensely focused on moral values. Christabel Pankhurst 
thus gained early exposure to radical political ideas and had two strong role 
models to observe and emulate.

1. June Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst: a Biograph (Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, an imprint of the Taylor & 
Francis Group, 2019).
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Richard Pankhurst’s sudden death from a gastric ulcer in 1898 rocked the 

entire family. It also sent them into further debt, as Pankhurst left behind no money 
or will. A number of wealthy men within the labor movement set up a “Dr. Pankhurst 
Fund” to help support the four Pankhurst children and their education. The fund 
was run and distributed by these men, though, making Emmeline feel financially 
powerless and compelling her to open a dressmaking shop. Disappointed but 
dutiful, Pankhurst suspended her education to help with the shop for over a 
year. Emmeline, however, recognizing her daughter’s intellectualism and drive, 
eventually suggested she take classes at Owens College at Victoria University. 
There, Pankhurst worked with the ILP, the North of England Society for Women’s 
Suffrage, and the Manchester and Salford Women’s Trade Union Council. She 
began delivering speeches about suffrage and making a name for herself in both 
the labor and feminist movements.

The Pankhurst family, however, continued to struggle financially. When 
the Dr. Pankhurst Fund administrators reduced the family’s allowance and 
suggested, given the difficult financial situation, that they only fund the education 
of Pankhurst’s brother, Harry, Emmeline became indignant and decided to refuse 
the fund altogether. To make ends meet, Emmeline decided to call Christabel’s 
sister, Sylvia, home from Italy to work at the shop so that Pankhurst could 
continue working towards her law degree. Even though women were forbidden 
to become lawyers, Pankhurst resolved to follow in her father’s footsteps and 
study law, and her extensive legal knowledge would serve her greatly during her 
involvement in the suffrage movement and eventual suffragette militancy.

In 1903, frustrated with the ILP’s lukewarm and ineffective stance on 
women’s suffrage, Emmeline and Christabel formed the Women’s Social 
and Political Union. A suffrage organization by and for women, sustained by 
persistent fundraising, the WSPU had no formal political affiliation but existed 
parallel to the ILP, drawing much of its membership from the party. Its slogan, 
“Deeds not words,” reflected women’s growing impatience with male politicians 
who continued, at best, to equivocate on, and at worst, to altogether avoid the 
women’s question. While the WSPU’s signature militancy did not begin for a 
couple of years, the slogan foreshadowed the group’s impulse for action-based 
change.

 As Christabel Pankhurst’s involvement in the WSPU grew, so too did her 
impatience with the ILP. While many ILP politicians were nominally supportive of 
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give freedom to the man.”2 The nature of this freedom, notably, is one tied to 
human progress, and she explains this progress in the language of capitalism. 
One can particularly see this capitalist tilt in her mention of how women’s labor 
should come “…[I]nto competition with that of man in nearly every department of 
industry.”3 She also explains women’s fraught relationship to the state, writing: 
“A woman, for the purpose of citizenship, has no legal existence in England, and 
has to be created before she can be enfranchised.”4 Within the current bounds of 
British law, women existed outside the realm of citizenship. Pankhurst would later 

2. James Hardie, The Citizenship of Women: A Plea for Women’s Suffrage, History of Women, 4th ed. 
(Manchester: The I.L.P. Publication Department, 1906), 4.
3. Hardie, The Citizenship of Women, 9.
4. Hardie, The Citizenship of Women, 6.
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“One can see here that Pankhurst 
is beginning to develop her radical 
rejection of the party system as 
a male-run institution inherently 
incapable of serving women. 
Suffrage, to Pankhurst, is a moral 
rather than political question.”

suffrage, they rarely attempted to effect change once they were in a position to 
do so. Even worse, Pankhurst began to feel that some of these politicians merely 
claimed to support suffrage in order to gain women’s help on their campaigns. To 
combat the ILP’s complacency on issues of women’s rights, Pankhurst wrote and 
spoke extensively about the need for the labor movement to prioritize the rights of 
women workers. One of her written works that is particularly illuminating is called 
“The Citizenship of Women: A Pleas for Women’s Suffrage.” While Pankhurst 
wrote all but the preface and the conclusion, the pamphlet was published under 
the name of Kier Hardie, a male ILP politician and friend of the Pankhursts, 
presumably to facilitate its publication and lend it greater legitimacy. In addition 
to giving a legal and historical overview of women’s suffrage in England, a task 
which the law student Pankhurst was well-equipped to do, the pamphlet thoroughly 
outlines Pankhurst and the WSPU’s feminist philosophy in the beginning of the 
twentieth century. She describes how the rights of women are inextricably bound 
to the rights of men, writing that “the emancipation of women will also infallibly 
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capitalize on this understanding of the relationship between woman and state 
in order to justify suffragette militancy. In this pamphlet, though, she stresses 
the point to appeal to men and women’s common humanity. By women’s very 
humanness, she writes, they are deserving of the vote. Importantly, Pankhurst 
does not argue that women are the same as men — there are differences “subtle, 
deep seated, and ineradicable,” between the sexes.5 She contends, rather, that 
these differences are not reasons to deem women inferior. While she does 
not expressly list these differences, it seems clear that chief among them is 
motherhood. Motherhood, Pankhurst argues, has been the main avenue for 
male subjugation, as women dedicate much of their time and effort into bearing 
and rearing children. Women’s devotion to children, though, is certainly not a 
negative for Pankhurst. In fact, one of her chief arguments for women’s suffrage 
is that it will produce better, more civic-minded mothers. She writes, “Broaden the 
outlook of the mother, and you open a new world for children to grow in.”6 Thus, 
Pankhurst is certainly not arguing for the radical notion that women and men are 
equal in their responsibilities and roles; however, she does assert that they are 
both human and thus are equal in capability, and for that reason are deserving 
of citizenship. While in this pamphlet she is desperately trying to appeal to 
the ILP and indeed is still a member, she asserts that “the enfranchisement of 
women is not a party question.”7 One can see here that Pankhurst is beginning 
to develop her radical rejection of the party system as a male-run institution 
inherently incapable of serving women. Suffrage, to Pankhurst, is a moral rather 
than political question. This moral indignation, which develops in the early years 
of the WSPU, would come to a militant head just a few months later.

 On October 13, 1905, Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney went to 
Sir Edward Grey’s speech at the Free Trade Hall with the intention of getting 
arrested. Grey was a Liberal political figure and soon-to-be foreign secretary. 
It was Pankhurst and Kenney’s first act of militancy, a tactic that they would 
pursue vigorously in the coming years. At the meeting, the two women stood 
on their chairs and shouted at Grey for his stance on the women’s question, 
inciting an angry mob of men who attempted to knock the women down and 
scratched Pankhurst so hard she began to bleed. The police escorted the 
two out, but Pankhurst, nearing the completion of her law degree, knew that 
disrupting a meeting would not be enough to land her in jail. In order to ensure 

5. Hardie, The Citizenship of Women, 3.
6. Hardie, The Citizenship of Women, 9.
7. Hardie, The Citizenship of Women, 9.
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she would be jailed, she deliberately assaulted an officer, spitting in his face.8 At 
court she did not deny the charges, proclaiming, “My conduct in the Free Trade 
Hall and outside was meant as a protest against the legal position of women 
today. We cannot make any orderly protest because we have not the means 
whereby citizens may do such a thing; we do not have a vote; and so long as 
we have not votes we must be disorderly.”9 Echoing her pamphlet from May 
that year, Pankhurst stressed that without citizenship, women exist outside the 
state. Without the ability to participate peacefully as citizens, women could not 
be subject to the law and the whims of the male-run government. Their exclusion 
from the system necessitated their working outside the system. Not all suffragists, 
however, supported this new turn to militancy. Suffragist and pacifist Eva Gore-
Booth asserted that Pankhurst should not “fit her explanation to her audience. 
She either deliberately invited imprisonment or she was a victim; she either spat 
at the policeman or she did not.”10 Gore-Booth, however, perhaps missed the 
point. It seems that, beyond the details of what Pankhurst emphasized in one 
speech versus another, the exact line Pankhurst was trying to toe was one which 
narrowly divided agency and oppression. The nature, and indeed the efficacy, 
of suffragette militancy lay in this tension. Pankhurst was both asserting her 
liberties and inviting subjugation, and in doing so convinced onlookers to ponder 
the peculiar role of women in society — a role in which they could be arrested 
under British law but were unable to affect the lawmaking itself.

 In 1906, Pankhurst’s rejection of party politics became official. Much 
to the anger of the ILP, the WSPU did not endorse ILP candidate Robert 
Smillie in an election for a seat in the House of Commons for the Cockermouth 
constituency. The ILP narrowly lost the election, fueling the party’s rage at this 
sudden betrayal. With tensions between the ILP and WSPU rising, Pankhurst and 
her mother Emmeline officially resigned from ILP party membership. They also 
barred their members from political party activity until women gained the vote. 
As historian Krista Cowman argues, however, in her article, “‘Incipient Toryism’? 
The Women’s Social and Political Union and the Independent Labour Party, 
1903-14,” this rule was not strictly enforced. In fact, there were many women with 
important positions in the WSPU who also campaigned openly for ILP candidates 
or organized their meetings. The relationship between the two groups may have 
been severed formally, but informally it remained as many of the same people 

8. Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 2-3.
9. Manchester Guardian, 16 October 1905, in Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 93.
10. Social and Feminist Awakening, TBG Papers, in Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 97.
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certainly did mark a shift in Pankhurst’s suffrage philosophy, as she turned from 
party politics to militancy as the best way to effect change.

This turn to militancy, though, is much more logically consistent with 
Pankhurst’s earlier views than historians have generally suggested. At first 
glance, Pankhurst’s militancy seems to mark a strange and drastic turning point 
in her ideology. However, at closer examination, it actually retains most of its 
interpretive pillars. She continues to reject the male system of government 
and pursue the righteousness of her cause — just in a more forceful way. This 
force can be attributed to her solidified view that women had the right, without 
citizenship, to disobey the law, and indeed had the moral obligation to do so if 
they desired change. To Pankhurst, one was only subject to the government 
if one possessed the vote in return for that subjection. During a speech in St. 
James’ Hall in 1908, Pankhurst declared, “The only womanly thing to do is to fight 
against the Government, who are fighting against us.”11 The radical implication 
of this assertion is the call to work outside the system completely. A few years 
later, Pankhurst declared on the cover of the WSPU’s weekly publication, 
The Suffragette, “The law is powerless to repress the militant women. It can 
no longer protect property nor preserve order. Justice herself is become a 

11. Marie Mulvey Roberts and Tamae Mizuta, The Militants: Suffragette Activism (London: Routledge/
Thoemmes Press, 1995), 8.
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“Pankhurst situates human liberty as 
something inherently bound up with 
citizenship. Further, she implies that 
the government is failing in its “duty” 
to secure the rights of women. To 
Pankhurst, one of the government’s 
primary tasks is to dole out freedom.”

involved in the ILP were involved with the WSPU. This allowance was likely a 
calculation on Pankhurst’s part, as she understood that strictly enforcing this 
rule against party involvement would weaken WSPU membership. Thus, the ban 
was likely more symbolic than practical. However, the Cockermouth by-election 
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Suffragette.”12 Pankhurst believed that the law possessed no power over those 
without citizenship, a view she also asserted in her earlier pamphlet with Kier 
Hardie while discussing women’s lack of legal existence. The primary difference 
between then and now was that, disillusioned by her inability to effect change 
through the government, she participated in the very breaking of this law.

A source that is particularly useful in understanding Pankhurst’s pre-war 
militant ideology is a speech she delivered in Queen’s Hall on December 22, 1908, 
entitled “The Political Outlook.” Now thoroughly convinced of the righteousness 
of her cause, she tells the audience: “We could never win if we were not in the 
right, but because we are in the right we are going to win.”13 In addition, she 
directly equates liberty with citizenship, giving readers a greater glimpse into her 
understanding of the relationship between man and state. She pronounces at 
one point, “…[T]he liberty of human beings — what can transcend that? When 
worldly affairs are concerned, what is our Government for?...Therefore, the 
first duty of statesmen ought to be to attend to the claims of those who are 
still without the elementary rights of citizenship.”14 Notable in this statement is 
the claim that the government is responsible for giving people their freedom. In 
saying this, Pankhurst situates human liberty as something inherently bound up 
with citizenship. Further, she implies that the government is failing in its “duty” to 
secure the rights of women. To Pankhurst, one of the government’s primary tasks 
is to dole out freedom. The relationship between women and the state, though, 
is one of zero obligation because the government is not upholding its end of the 
deal — providing the ability to vote.

As suffragette militancy grew, so too did Pankhurst’s conviction in the 
righteousness and urgency of the cause. Before the war, tactics of arrest, 
arson, vandalization, and the publicization of hunger strikes and government 
force-feeding increased and drew attention to the call for women’s suffrage. The 
WSPU’s violence began to alienate many sectors of British society.15 However, 
just as the controversy around the WSPU came to a tipping point, World War 
I broke out in the summer of 1914. World War I marked the beginning of what 
many considered a new era in Pankhurst’s feminism. As Purvis describes in her 

12. Christabel Pankhurst, “The Majesty of the Law,” The Suffragette VI, no. 22 (1913).
13. Cheryl R. Jorgensen-Earp, Speeches and Trials of the Militant Suffragettes: the Women’s Social and 
Political Union, 1903-1918 (Madison N.J: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2000), 91.
14. Jorgensen-Earp, Speeches and Trials of the Militant Suffragettes, 89.
15. Laura E. Nym Mayhall, The Militant Suffrage Movement: Citizenship and Resistance in Britain, 1860-
1930 (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2021), 115.
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biography, the WSPU immediately called for a pause in suffragette militancy 
until the end of the war and became fervently anti-pacifist, anti-Bolshevik, and 
anti-German. Christabel and Emmeline changed the name of The Suffragette, 
their WSPU publication, to Britannia, and gave it the new slogan, “For King, For 
Country, For Freedom.” Christabel even traveled to the United States to deliver 
a lecture series that encouraged Americans to join in the British war effort. This 
sudden nationalist zeal confounded many suffragists and suffragettes alike, as 
they wondered how a woman so strong in her suffragette conviction as Christabel 
Pankhurst could so abruptly abandon the cause. The Pankhursts ignored all 
criticism, though, which led some particularly frustrated members of the WSPU 
to break off and form the Suffragettes of the Women’s Social and Political Union 
(SWSPU) and the Independent Women’s Social and Political Union (IWSPU).16 
Pankhurst’s apparent change of priorities has also continued to confuse feminist 
scholars, who accuse her of, at best, finally relenting and pandering to politicians 
in order to get the vote, and, at worst, a weak commitment to the cause altogether. 
Neither of these interpretations, however, examines the fundamental ideological 
consistency that Pankhurst’s war views had in relation to her ILP and militant 
days. Indeed, through one lens, one can understand her wartime politics as 
actually the great culmination of the views she had refined in her earlier years.

The three pillars of Pankhurst’s feminist views — the divinely ordained and 
indisputably just nature of her cause, the rejection of male-dominated systems, 
and the two-way relationship between man and state — all characterized her 
wartime efforts. There was no doubt that Pankhurst saw the war as a mortal 
battle between good and evil. Indeed, scholars such as Jacqueline de Vries 
argue that supporting the war became nearly a religion for Pankhurst and the 
WSPU.17 In Britannia, Pankhurst wrote, “...[T]his war is essentially a spiritual 
conflict...between God and the Devil…women’s part must be to keep the spiritual 
side of the conflict foremost. It is women who must see that the last sacrifice of 
body is made if that is needed that the human spirit may remain free.”18 It was 
easy for Pankhurst to map her rhetoric of moral urgency onto the war effort. 
However, unlike what scholars often assume, this was not just nationalism for 
nationalism’s sake. As Pankhurst importantly hints in her Britannia article, the 
war must be won so that “the human spirit may remain free.” The language of 
freedom dominated both her pre-war and wartime speeches, and this was not a 

16. Nym Mayhall, The Militant Suffrage Movement, 118.
17. Nym Mayhall, The Militant Suffrage Movement, 123.
18. Britannia, June 13, 1917, pp. 4, in Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 403.
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freedom much different from the one she called for before the war. In her ILP and 
suffragette days, Pankhurst saw freedom as citizenship, a right granted by the 
government. During the war, though, Pankhurst viewed the whole concept of the 
British nation, and thus the whole concept of British citizenship, at stake. Rather 
than abandoning suffrage, Pankhurst believed she must support the war to save 
democracy altogether. At the start of the war, even before she renamed the 
WSPU’s publication “Britannia,” Pankhurst wrote in The Suffragette, “To defeat 
the Germans is the Woman Question of the present time. German Kultur means 
and is the supremacy of the male. It is maleness carried to the point of obscenity...
It is the rejection of the principle of the equality and the political co-operation of 
men and women.”19 To Pankhurst, German encroachment threatened a reversal 
of any progress the suffrage movement was hoping to make and represented a 
return to complete male domination. As Pankhurst concisely explained at one 
point to the Weekly Dispatch, a popular newspaper publication, “The British 
citizenship for which we Suffragettes have been fighting is now in jeopardy.”20 
Thus, she understood the war as an existential battle between right and wrong, 
just like the suffrage movement. It was easy for her to weave together nationalist 
and feminist rhetoric as one large existential crisis — she had much practice 
before the war. Indeed, Pankhurst truly viewed the war as the ultimate threat to 
suffrage and thereby maintained an attitude of moral righteousness throughout 
its duration.

It is Pankhurst’s reference to the “political co-operation of men and women,” 
however, that seemed to most confound her contemporaries and scholars today. 
This tone felt like a vast departure from her earlier anti-government, anti-system 
rhetoric. On a surface level, it is challenging to reconcile her pre-war militancy 
and violence with her wartime law-and-order agenda. However, her ideology 
becomes coherent when one more closely examines the nature of her pre-war 
and wartime government critiques. 

While Pankhurst and the WSPU consistently preached support for the nation 
during the war, they did not necessarily preach support of the government. This 
is an outwardly minor but, in fact, rather important distinction in order to make 
sense of Pankhurst’s feminist philosophy. All of Pankhurst’s calls to support 
the war effort were grounded in women’s duty to serve their country, not the 

19. Christabel Pankhurst, “What a German Victory Would Mean,” The Suffragette IV, no. 116 (1915).
20. Christabel Pankhurst, Unshackled : the Story of How We Won the Vote (London: Hutchinson Education, 
1988), 371.
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government. As Pankhurst explained in her book, Unshackled: The Story of How 
We Won the Vote, “How, it was asked, could we support a Government that had 
been torturing women and had opposed the women’s cause! The answer was 
that the country was our country. It belonged to us and not to the Government, 
and we had the right and privilege, as well as duty, to serve and defend it.”21 The 
notion that the people compose and thus own the country is a radical one. In 
her years as a suffragette, Pankhurst was performing her “duty” to her country 
by challenging its illegitimate government, the government that would not give 
her the vote. She continued to challenge the government during the war, too. As 
Purvis describes in her biography, Pankhurst clashed greatly with the government 
of Prime Minister Asquith, criticizing everything from his policy in the Balkans 
to his decisions on the war front. Indeed, the newspaper published works so 
scathingly critical of the government that it raided and seized Britannia’s printing 
press on multiple occasions. However, the Pankhursts pressed on, changing 
printing locations and working underground.22 In 1915, Pankhurst stated plainly in 
Britannia, “The Prime Minister and Sir Edward Grey are unfit for the responsible 
positions they hold.”23 A far cry from drumming up support for the government, 

21. Pankhurst, Unshackled, 288.
22. Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 388-395.
23. Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 386.
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two-way relationship between the government and its citizens under German 
rule — only subjugation and suppression of democracy.24

 
While holding fast to British national ideals, and not necessarily British 

political structures, Pankhurst sought to completely change the government’s 
definition of citizenship. While one might see this as “working within the system” 
to get the change she wanted, her wartime feminist efforts were much more 
strategic and subversive than she often gets credit for. Reflecting the view of 
many suffragists, suffragettes, and contemporary historians, scholar Cheryl R. 
Jorgensen-Earp writes about the suffrage movement during World War I in her 
book, Speeches and Trials of Militant Suffragettes, explaining, “With the WSPU 
brand of militancy stilled, the milder militant societies and the non-militants kept 
the women’s suffrage issue alive.”25 While it is true that the WSPU’s feminist 
militancy disappeared during the war, it is simplistic to assume that Pankhurst and 

24. Christabel Pankhurst, “Robert Williams and a ‘Sex War’: Warning to All Women Workers,” The 
Suffragette VII, no. 11 (1918).
25. Jorgensen-Earp, Speeches and Trials of the Militant Suffragettes, 356.
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“Pankhurst truly viewed the war as 
the ultimate threat to suffrage and 
thereby maintained an attitude of 
moral righteousness throughout its 
duration.”

Pankhurst launched attack after attack on policies she saw as foolish. As she 
described in her book Unshackled, she believed it was her duty to provide this 
constructive criticism. She did so in the hope that the democratic ideals of the 
British nation could be better practiced within the government. The government, 
whether she liked it or not, was setting the policy that would determine Britain’s 
entire existence. While she despised the system and still worked outside of 
it, she recognized the government’s power and decided, during the war, to 
capitalize on her public presence to pressure it into policies that would beat back 
German domination. This was not a concession as much as a tactical next step. 
To Pankhurst, Germany and the government were both threats to freedom, but 
Germany posed a bigger threat. There was no opportunity for a constructive, 
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her mother did not continue their fight for the vote. They did carry on their suffrage 
work, just in more tactical and understated ways. Pankhurst understood that the 
war was her opportunity to change the narrative around women’s relationship 
to the state, so her work during the war was an active attempt to reframe what 
it meant to be a Brit, and thereby what it meant to be a British citizen. She 
embraced an understanding of British citizenship based not on sex, property, 
or age, but rather on patriotic devotion. A popular argument against suffrage 
was women’s inability to serve in the army, so Pankhurst set out to demonstrate 
women’s invaluable role in maintaining the home front and supporting British 
soldiers, illustrating how critical women’s work was to the survival of the nation. 
In order to demonstrate such patriotic devotion, the WSPU campaigned actively 
for women’s involvement in the war, encouraging members to join the Register 
of Women for War Service to take up the agricultural, industrial, and commercial 
jobs men had abandoned to fight in the war.26 They also delivered speeches and 
held rallies. One rally, the Women’s War Service Procession of 1915, in support of 
women’s work in munition factories, attracted around 40,000 women. They held 
signs with phrases such as “Women’s Work Will Save Men’s Lives” and “Shells 
Made By A Wife May Save Her Husband’s Life.”27 Slogans and demonstrations 
such as these emphasized the woman’s role in preserving the nation. Men 
were not only protecting women — women were protecting men, suggesting a 
relationship of mutual dependency. If men and the nation were so dependent on 
women for success in the war, then certainly women were worthy and capable 
of participating in the political sphere. Pankhurst thus calls for women and men 
alike to “unite for the sake of our particular interests and beliefs and for the sake 
of our common citizenship and ideals against the enemy.” Citizenship here is 
grounded in a set of “interests and beliefs,” rather than age, wealth, or gender. By 
framing the war as a battle for British ideals and demonstrating women’s capacity 
to uphold and fight for these ideals, Pankhurst brilliantly shifts the criterion for 
citizenship from gender to patriotism.

There were, of course, limits to Pankhurst’s radicalism. She was radical 
insofar as she wanted to reshape the government; however, she certainly did 
support the idea of government in concept. Governments were what gave people 
freedom, as she had maintained since her early days, and the goal was to fix 
government, not permanently destroy it. Further, her economic views remained 
firmly pro-capitalist throughout the war. She elaborates on these opinions in 

26. Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 379.
27. Purvis, Christabel Pankhurst, 382.

107RICE HISTORICAL REVIEW



her book Industrial Salvation. To Pankhurst, the class war is nothing more than 
an inflammatory and politically damaging idea that was deliberately exported 
by the Germans to undermine their opponents. Rather than destroying the 
bourgeoisie, The British people should try to abolish the proletariat and make the 
bourgeoisie’s standard of living widely accessible. The nation could accomplish 
this by increasing both production and consumption. Necessarily coupled with 
this economic shift was the social destigmatization of industry work. Industrial 
labor should be seen, Pankhurst explained, as a service to the nation. If workers 
did their jobs with enough zeal and efficiency, they could perhaps even shorten 
the workday and receive a bonus for their efforts. Pankhurst writes,

The workers will then have greater opportunity for self-devotion, for 
recreation, for study and other self-chosen activity...They should simply 
regard the less congenial work as a bit of national service...The real 
grievance which the working classes have suffered up to the present is 
that they have never been able to develop their own individual powers and 
gratify their individual taste...Let them be workers during working hours and 
ordinary human beings the rest of the time.28

While an admirable attempt to eliminate class distinctions, Pankhurst’s 
vision of workers being allowed the life of “ordinary human beings” only after 
work hours represents an ironically condescending attitude towards the labor 
of a worker. Further, she confounds labor and gender in convoluted ways that 
discredit the work of laborers themselves. She writes that, “this social inferiority 
[associated with manual labor] is in any case doomed to disappear. It is the 
women of the so-called ‘upper classes’ who have led the way in this, and we 
find them proudly doing all kinds of manual work, and thus proclaiming their 
conviction of the dignity and sanctity of toil.”29 Interestingly, Pankhurst credits 
upper-class women with restoring the dignity to labor, rather than lower-class 
women. She continues, “The Women’s Party (W.S.P.U.) in pre-war days has 
already brushed aside in practical fashion all class distinctions based on social 
origin and the performance of manual work.”30 To Pankhurst, the WSPU serves 
as a model for how society should understand labor. It is perhaps confusing, 
however, why Pankhurst finds the “class war” so repugnant but spent most of her 
life fighting the “gender war.” It seems, though, that the answer lies in her views 

28. Christabel Pankhurst, Industrial Salvation (London: The Women’s Party, 1918), 20.
29. Pankhurst, Industrial Salvation, 10.
30. Pankhurst, Industrial Salvation, 10.
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on citizenship. Women, as a body, were not enfranchised and, owing nothing to 
the government that oppressed them, could fairly wage “war” on the systems that 
subjugated them. Male laborers, by contrast, possessed citizenship and thus had 
no license to disobey the law and stir up social trouble. However, women laborers 
still existed, and when the Representation of the People Act of 1918 enfranchised 
women above the age of thirty who held land or whose husbands held land above 
a certain value, poor women laborers were left in the same position. Pankhurst’s 
lack of protest about these property qualifications raises uncomfortable but well-
deserved questions about the limits of Pankhurst’s democratic views. Indeed, 
right before the Representation of the People Act was passed, the Pankhursts 
dissolved the WSPU and formed the Women’s Party. The Women’s Party held 
tight to these capitalist and subtly classist economic ideals and shifted toward 
working with the portion of the vote women had just gained.

Regardless of these shortcomings, Christabel Pankhurst’s political activism 
led to a dramatic and enduring shift in the English feminist landscape. The 
scope of her involvements — with the ILP, with the WSPU, and with the war 
effort — makes her life and ideology seem inconsistent. However, a closer look 
at Pankhurst’s words and deeds paints both a fascinating and clear picture of 
her brand of feminism — one that was radical, righteous, and strategic. Indeed, 
her understanding of the relationship between the people, the nation, and 
the government also remains relatively consistent, and keeping this political 
framework in mind makes her ideology much more coherent. After earning the 
vote in 1918, Pankhurst ran for a parliamentary seat in Smethwick. She narrowly 
lost, however, much to the disappointment of her mother and her supporters. 
Some scholars believe she would have won if women under thirty had been 
enfranchised, as that age group comprised a large section of her followers, a 
sad reminder of the work that had yet to be done.31 However, that day would 
come, and it could not have without the work of the Pankhursts. Despite her 
unpopular and misunderstood legacy, Pankhurst left an incredible mark on the 
fight for women’s rights and should be better respected in the history books for 
her coherent, thoughtful, and nuanced definition of feminism.

31. Nicoletta Gullace, “Christabel Pankhurst and the Smethwick Election: Right-Wing Feminism, the Great 
War and the Ideology of Consumption,” Women’s History Review 23, no. 3 (2014): 330-346.
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