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Un peu oubliées des manuels scolaires et du cinéma, les Suffragettes britanniques parvinrent pourtant à faire évoluer la société patriarcale 
qui les muselait. Avant la première Guerre Mondiale, Emmeline Pankhurst et ses consœurs du Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) 
se démenèrent pour faire entendre leurs voix mais leurs tentatives pacifiques et raisonnées pour obtenir le droit de vote n’eurent aucun 
succès auprès de la classe dirigeante paternaliste. Ces manifestations pacifiques laissèrent place à une violence croissante opposant 
militantes et forces de l’ordre, le terrorisme répondant aux arrestations arbitraires et le gavage aux grèves de la faim. Il fallut une martyre 
piétinée par un cheval royal (Emily Davison au derby d’Epsom en 1913) et une Guerre Mondiale pour que les femmes britanniques voient 
leur valeur reconnue et que leur soient accordés, du moins dans la sphère citoyenne, les mêmes droits qu’aux hommes.

Dans son film Les Suffragettes, la réalisatrice anglaise Sarah Gavron met en scène les féministes de la classe ouvrière, opprimées par 
leurs maris et leurs patrons, vouées à travailler sans relâche à l’usine comme à la maison sans ne jamais pouvoir formuler une opinion 
personnelle ni obtenir ne serait-ce que le droit de garde de leurs enfants. A travers le personnage poignant de Maud (Carey Mulligan), elle 
dresse le portrait de ces femmes qui acceptèrent de tout sacrifier pour que leurs filles puissent connaître une vie meilleure. 

A l’heure où le mouvement féminisme semble s’étioler et peut paraître poussiéreux à nos élèves, il est utile de rappeler les combats menés 
par les générations précédentes pour que toutes les femmes puissent voter. Le film offre ainsi une riche réflexion sur le féminisme d’hier à 
aujourd’hui, mais permet également de poser la question de l’héroïsme et du terrorisme comme mode d’action politique. 

Sous ses airs de films en costume, il pose ainsi des questions on ne peut plus actuelles qu’il est nécessaire d’aborder en classe pour y 
réfléchir ensemble, plutôt que chacun dans sa communauté. 
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LES SUFFRAGETTES
Un film de :  Sarah Gavron
Titre original : Suffragette
Année : 2015
Pays : Royaume-Uni
Durée :  116 mn
Avec : Carey Mulligan, Brendan Gleeson, Helena Bonham Carter, Anne Marie Duff, Ben 
Wishax, Meryl Streep

Synopsis : 

Angleterre, 1912. Maud, une jeune femme issue d’un milieu modeste travaillant dans une blan-
chisserie, se retrouve engagée dans le mouvement féministe des Suffragettes. 
Se rendant compte que les manifestations pacifiques ne mènent à rien, elle commence à se 
radicaliser, quitte à perdre son foyer, ses enfants ou même sa vie, dans son combat pour l’ob-
tention du droit de vote des femmes.
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Enseignement Niveau Programmes / Notions à aborder

 Anglais Seconde L’art de vivre ensemble / Mémoire : héritage et rupture : l’émancipation des femmes 
après les deux grandes guerres

  Anglais Cycle Terminal Lieux et formes du pouvoir : résistance, désobéissance civile, lutte pour l’égalité des 
droits civiques

  Histoire Seconde Le XXe siècle : l’évolution du rôle des femmes dans la société pendant et après les 
guerres
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Enseignante chercheuse, Myriam Boussahba-Bravard est spécialiste du XIXe siècle anglais (1815-1914) et notamment du suffrage anglais. Elle a été conseillère historique sur le film 
documentaire Les Suffragettes, ni paillassons ni prostituées réalisé par Dominique Dominici (Arte, 2011). Elle a visionné le film Les Suffragettes de Sarah Gavron et accepté de 
répondre aux questions de Zérodeconduite.net.

Zérodeconduite : Quel regard portez-vous sur le film de Sarah Gavron ?

Myriam Boussahba-Bravard : Le film Les Suffragettes met en scène un moment de la longue 
campagne pour le droit de vote des femmes en Angleterre, qui bascule dans la contestation violente 
à partir de 1912. Il montre de beaux personnages de femmes, à commencer par l’héroïne Maud (Carey 
Mulligan), une jeune ouvrière, qui comprend soudainement qu’elle peut voire doit faire des choix. 
Chaque élément qui sert la fiction est fondé historiquement. Les questions de maternité, de sexualité, 
d’argent et de travail qui apparaissent en filigrane permettent de comprendre les conditions sociales 
dans lesquelles vivaient les femmes au début du XXème siècle. Les violences qu’elles subissaient sont 
bien rendues et les dialogues reflètent clairement les différentes classes sociales.

Zdc : Le film montre la diversité sociale du mouvement des suffragettes.

M. B-B. : La campagne suffragiste rassemblait en effet des femmes issues de différentes classes. Cela ne signifie pas pour autant que les différences sociales étaient abolies, mais 
les militantes se rassemblaient autour de revendications communes. L’héroïne, Maud (Carey Mulligan) est blanchisseuse, avec un niveau d’éducation élémentaire (depuis 1870, 
les enfants des ouvriers, garçons et filles, ont accès à l’éducation). Dans le film, on la voit donner sa modique paye à son mari, qui gère l’argent du foyer. Alice Haughton (Romola 
Garai) est la femme d’un député. Il paye la caution de deux livres pour lui éviter la prison, mais refuse de payer celle des cinq autres suffragettes, alors qu’il s’agit pourtant de son 
argent à elle, comme elle le lui rappelle. On voit que les mêmes problématiques se posent, d’un bout à l’autre de l’échelle sociale : dans la plupart des couples le mari règne en 
seul maître, il n’y a pas de discussion possible, sur des questions pourtant aussi essentielles que l’éducation des enfants ou la gestion du budget du ménage. Ces scènes révèlent 
également le décalage entre les lois (depuis 1884, les femmes ont le droit de gérer leur argent), et la réalité des pratiques.

Zdc : Le couple de pharmaciens fait figure d’exception.

M. B-B. : Edith Ellyn (Helena Bonham Carter) appartient à la classe moyenne éduquée, au sein de laquelle, à cette période-là, les femmes veulent accéder au travail. Contrairement 
aux stéréotypes qui voyaient dans les femmes suffragistes des célibataires ou des vieilles filles aigries et parfois dérangées, la plupart d’entre elles étaient des épouses. Les 
maris ne s’opposaient pas tous à leur cause. Au moment où se déroule le film nombreux sont les hommes qui soutiennent le mouvement suffragiste, des ligues suffragistes 
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exclusivement masculines se sont formées. La sympathie pour le mouvement suffragiste commence à gagner le pays. Il faut replacer le mouvement dans un contexte de grande 
agitation sociale (on a parlé de « fièvre ouvrière »), qui voit une multiplication des grèves et des revendications salariales.

Zdc : Le milieu du travail, à l’instar de la blanchisserie dans laquelle s’épuise Maud, cristallise les injustices faites aux femme.

M. B-B. : Le métier de blanchisseuse est un des derniers métiers, avec le travail domestique, où il n’existe pas de réglementation du travail. Les syndicats sont essentiellement 
masculins (seuls les salaires masculins permettent de payer l’adhésion), et plutôt hostiles aux femmes, qui sont accusées de faire baisser le salaire moyen (alors que ce n’est pas 
elle qui demandent à être sous-payées !). Le travail de blanchisseuse était exclusivement féminin, les contremaîtres étant des hommes. Maud rapporte à la commission d’enquête 
parlementaire les différences de salaire entre hommes et femmes : celles-ci gagnent 13 shillings par semaine en faisant plus d’heures que les hommes, payés eux 19 shillings. 
Mais à l’époque, les femmes qui ont besoin de travailler peinent à trouver un emploi, car de nombreux métiers sont interdits aux femmes. C’est bien pour cela que le patron de 
la blanchisserie licencie aussi facilement, en plus d’abuser sexuellement de certaines de ses employées.  À la fin des années 1890, une campagne fondée sur le slogan : « à travail 
égal, salaire égal » est lancée, mais n’aboutira pas, alors qu’elle concerne tous les métiers (un instituteur touche par exemple 30 à 40% de plus qu’une institutrice). Il faut savoir 
qu’aujourd’hui, au niveau européen, le différentiel entre salaires féminins et masculins est encore de 20% en moyenne.

Zdc : L’audition de Maud au Parlement indique que les politiques avaient conscience de toutes les injustices faites aux femmes.

M. B-B. : Ces enquêtes parlementaires sur les questions sociales et économiques sont une pratique 
habituelle de la démocratie anglaise. La première enquête parlementaire, qui portait sur les questions 
du travail des enfants, a lieu en 1819. Mais elles ne trouvent pas toujours une traduction législative. 
Maud s’exprime au Parlement devant le ministre David Lloyd George, acquis depuis toujours à la 
cause suffragiste. Mais il appartient au gouvernement d’Herbert Henry Asquith, anti-suffragiste 
notoire, et à ce titre il est tenu par la discipline gouvernementale. Le parlement se saisit de la 
question, reconnaissant qu’il y a un problème, diligente une enquête parlementaire, recueille des 
témoignages, mais la traduction législative se fera attendre. La première enquête parlementaire sur 
les conditions de vie des femmes porte, en 1907, sur les divorces : les ouvrières souhaitent divorcer 
parce qu’elles ne veulent tout simplement plus avoir de relations sexuelles et tomber enceintes (faute 
de contraception, il y a 7 ou 8 enfants par famille ouvrière). Les enquêtes sociales révèlent également 
qu’elles sont mal nourries. Dans un budget restreint, le premier qui mangeait était celui qui rapportait 
le plus gros salaire donc le mari, suivi des fils puis des filles qui travaillaient, puis les plus jeunes et 
enfin la femme. Ces femmes étaient souvent anémiées et vieillissaient très vite.
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Zdc : Quand et comment sont nées les fédérations suffragistes ?

M. B-B. : Dès les années 1890, et grâce à leur instruction, les ouvrières entrent massivement en politique. Les femmes n’ont pas le droit d’être membre d’un parti politique mais 
elles créent des sections politiques féminines. Elles font le choix, dans leur énorme majorité, du militantisme suffragiste car elles s’aperçoivent au sein du militantisme politique 
traditionnel ou du militantisme syndicaliste que les femmes ne sont jamais une priorité. Or cette question du vote est pour elles fondamentale. À cette époque là, le suffrage est 
censitaire. Seuls les citoyens dont le total des impôts directs dépasse un seuil, appelé cens, sont électeurs, ce qui exclut beaucoup d’hommes du suffrage. Aussi le slogan commun 
à toutes les organisations suffragistes d’hommes et de femmes est : « On the same terms as men. » Le suffrage étant 
censitaire pour les hommes, les suffragistes demandent le suffrage censitaire pour les femmes. Elles revendiquent 
l’égalité des droits.  Si l’on remonte un peu le fil de l’histoire, un premier mouvement a eu lieu fin XVIIIe-début du 
XIXe siècle pendant la campagne pour l’abolition de l’esclavage dans les territoires britanniques. Des associations de 
femmes s’étaient créées dans les premières grandes villes industrielles. La filiation politique est très nette entre les 
lieux où ces associations de femmes existaient et les premiers lieux où les associations de femmes suffragistes sont 
nées. Parfois même, les parents anti-esclavagistes ont eu des filles suffragistes, qu’on retrouve dès les années 1850. 
Il y a donc des groupes organisés sur ces questions là dès les années 1850.

Zdc : C’est la Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) qui est mise en scène dans le film, mais différentes 
organisations suffragistes ont œuvré, chacune à sa manière, pour le droit de vote des femmes.

M. B-B. : De multiples associations voient le jour en Angleterre, en Écosse et en Irlande dans la décennie 1860 si bien qu’on aboutit en 1910, à un maillage extrêmement serré 
du territoire britannique. En 1912, la fédération suffragiste a énormément d’adhérents. Certains sont employés pour faire des discours partout dans le pays. La National Union 
of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS), puissante organisation légaliste fondée en 1897, utilise des méthodes politiques similaires aux partis politiques existants : lettres aux 
parlementaires et meetings. La présidente de la NUWSS, Millicent Garrett Fawcett est l’une des premières femmes à s’exprimer en public, en 1872. Habituellement, les militantes 
suffragistes écrivaient des textes lus par des hommes à la tribune. Une femme respectable ne s’exprimait pas publiquement. La Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) est 
créée en 1903 par Emmeline Pankhurst, personnage qu’incarne Meryl Streep. La devise est : « Deeds not words. », des actes plutôt que des mots. Mais cette organisation s’aligne 
aussi sur le slogan : « On the same terms as men. » Le mouvement fondateur de cette organisation a lieu en 1905. Une des filles Pankhurst, Christabel, fait irruption dans une 
réunion politique du Parti libéral, en pleine campagne électorale et pose la question du vote des femmes. N’obtenant aucune réponse, elle répète encore et encore la même 
question. Elle finit par se faire exclure par le service d’ordre et commence alors un meeting dans la rue. La police l’arrête pour trouble à l’ordre public, Christabel crache au visage 
du policier. Arrêtée pour outrage à un agent de la force publique, elle est emmenée au commissariat local ; refusant de payer la caution, elle est emprisonnée. La confrontation 
avec la police et les autorités publiques n’est désormais plus un tabou. Puisque les lois sont faites sans les femmes, elles n’ont pas de raison d’obéir.
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Zdc : Les confrontations physiques sont parfois violentes. Le gavage des prisonnières suffragettes en grève de la faim a suscité un émoi de l’opinion publique.

M. B-B. : Ces méthodes (que Margaret Thatcher réutilisera contre les prisonniers de l’IRA) sont insupportables pour l’opinion publique, y compris celle qui n’est pas suffragiste. 
Des manifestes sont publiés dans la presse, l’opinion internationale fait pression sur le gouvernement libéral de l’Angleterre, les femmes du parti libéral quittent les puissantes 
sections féminines implantées dans tout le pays pour rejoindre le parti travailliste ou les organisations suffragistes. Il y a également des tiraillements au sein du mouvement 
suffragiste : certaines désapprouvent les méthodes violentes, d’autres refusent de se mettre en danger. Le personnage de Violet (Anne-Marie Duff) illustre ces doutes. Les 
suffragettes extrémistes sont de plus en plus marginalisées vers 1912-1913. La police s’inquiète de leurs méthodes et la WSPU, interdite fin 1913, entre en clandestinité.

Zdc : Les obsèques d’Emily Wilding Davison en juin 1913 sont un peu l’apothéose de la WSPU.

M. B-B. : Le film met en scène le personnage de manière pertinente avant le Derby d’Epsom : elle est repliée sur elle-même, elle vit sa conviction de façon intense. Emily Wilding 
Davison avait fait plusieurs grèves de la faim. On peut à son propos utiliser le terme de martyr. Ses funérailles restent encore aujourd’hui l’une des plus grandes manifestations 
qui ne se soit jamais tenue à Londres. Les femmes de la WSPU portent les écharpes, les médailles, les épingles à chapeaux et les 
ombrelles aux couleurs du mouvement. C’est une immense procession colorée, digne et très organisée. Toutes les organisations 
sont là, c’est un moment de réconciliation. La WSPU disparaîtra ensuite.

Zdc : C’est finalement la Première Guerre mondiale qui fera avancer la cause suffragiste.

M. B-B. : En 1916, le gouvernement anglais réfléchit à accorder, en remerciement pour les services rendus à la patrie, le droit 
de vote à tous les jeunes soldats qui se sont battus pour leur pays : il s’agit de supprimer le cens qui exclut ouvriers et paysans 
pauvres.  Millicent Garrett Fawcett repose alors la question du droit de vote des femmes. C’est ainsi qu’en 1918 le vote des femmes 
est introduit en Angleterre, mais selon le système censitaire (alors qu’au même moment est introduit le suffrage universel pour 
les hommes). L’autre restriction est que les femmes ne peuvent voter qu’à partir de 30 ans. Il s’agit clairement de maîtriser le vote 
féminin, comme s’il était incontrôlable et menaçant.

Zdc : Comment expliquer que le droit de vote des femmes soit arrivé bien plus tard en France ?

M. B-B. : En Grande-Bretagne, le droit de vote pour les femmes était une campagne unique. Tout le monde partageait cet objectif et 
chacun a mobilisé ses forces, même si les intérêts particuliers divergeaient. Ce genre de campagne n’a pas eu lieu en France. Le tissu 
social et associatif anglais s’est développé bien plus tôt qu’en France car l’Angleterre s’est urbanisée plus tôt et plus rapidement. La 
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ville et le fonctionnement collectif, la bourgeoisie industrielle du début du XIXe siècle irriguée par les Quakers, une petite bourgeoisie ouverte d’esprit, ont favorisé l’émergence 
de ces luttes pour les droits sociaux. La question morale est très anglaise. La réforme sociale est à l’œuvre tout au long du XIXe siècle, tout le monde partage cette préoccupation. 
La société civile anglaise est capable de se mobiliser dès la fin du XVIIIe siècle, notamment pour l’abolition de l’esclavage. Mais rappelons tout de même que la campagne pour 
le droit de vote des femmes aura duré plus d’une cinquantaine d’années !

Entretien avec Myriam Boussahba-Bravard
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Après avoir brièvement présenté le thème de la séquence pédagogique et ses objectifs, le professeur sollicite les élèves à l’oral puis met en commun les informa-
tions données par les élèves en dessinant un tableau à deux entrées :

1/ What was a suffragette? explain the meaning of that word.

2/ What did the Suffragettes want ? Why? When did this take place, and where?

3/ Why was the right to vote so important to get? which others rights did women fight for?

1 - Talk about the film1 - Talk about the film
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4/ Maud’s evolution :

a/ Compare Maud’s life at the beginning and at the end of the film :

Maud at the beginning of the film Maud at the end of the film

b/ What do we know about Maud’s life before the film begins?

c/ How did Maud find herself committed to the Suffragettes? What were her motivations? How 
did her involvement in the movement evolve?

d/ Why did Maud go to prison? How were the Suffragettes treated in jail? what was their reaction 
to imprisonment?

e/ Did Maud’s husband support his wife and her cause? Why? Did all husbands share his opinion?

f/ Which sacrifices did she have to make? From what you see in the film, do you think they were 
worth it?

1 - Talk about the film1 - Talk about the film
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4/ The Suffragettes’ evolution 
What actions did they lead to fight for their rights? How did these actions evolve in time, and why? did everyone in the movement agree with that evolution? 
Why? Was it a clever move? How did they finally manage to attract public attention ?

5/ A battle of the sexes

Why do you think men were opposed to women’s vote? Do you think all men shared this opinion? Are all men depicted as enemies in the film?

The director of the film is a woman. Do you think Suffragette would have been a different film if it had been directed by a man? Is Sarah Gavron trying to rally 
women viewers to the feminist cause ?

Director Sarah Gavron on the set of Suffragette

1 - Talk about the film1 - Talk about the film



P . 14 P . 14 

DOSSIER PÉDAGOGIQUE
LES SUFFRAGETTESActivités Anglais 2 - Women’s rights in the UK and in the world

A/ Suffragettes in the UK

Which characters from the film do you think were real historic characters?

a) First, make a list of all the things you’ve learned about these characters in the film. Then search the web for more information about these characters.

CHARACTERS INFO FROM THE FILM INFO FROM THE WEB

Emmeline Pankhurst

Edith New
(Edith Ellyn in the film)

Lloyd George

b) The two main characters, Maud and Violet, were invented.  
Why do you think director Sarah Gavron chose to focus on imaginary characters and not historical ones?

c) Which social class do the heroines belong to? Do you think they were the only social class involved in the Suffragette movement? Can we see Suffragettes 
from the higher society in the film? How is the fight different for them? Why do you think the director chose to focus on working class women? 
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B/ Women’s right to vote in the world

a/ At the end of the film, what was shown on the screen? Do you remember some of these dates? Why did the director choose to end her film on this? What is 
the produced effect?

b/ Search the web to complete this chart :

Country Voting rights for women
New Zealand
Finland
UK
USA
France
Tunisia
Switzerland
Liechtenstein
Koweit
Saudi Arabia

Comment are these dates. Are some of them surprising?
Why are there two dates for the UK?

c/ Look at the year when France granted women the right to vote. What was the context? 
Was there such a movement as the Suffragettes in France?
Do you know when women were officially considered as men’s equals in France? 

2 - Women’s rights in the UK and in the world
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A/ Learn new words and expressions

Read the following text and try to guess the meaning of the words in bold characters :

The Suffragettes believed it was time they had the same rights as men. Their leader, Emmeline Pankhurst, wrote pamphlets to encourage women to speak 
up against male domination. They marched to the Parliament to protest against gender inequalities and unfair laws. They demanded the right to vote 
so that their voices could be heard. Their claims were met with brutal police response. Few women dared to commit to the cause for fear of their husbands’ 
and neighbours reactions. The activists who got involved in civil disobedience were sent to prison. Some Suffragettes went on hunger strikes to attract 
public attention but the guards force-fed them to avoid scandal.

Expressions from the text Possible meaning Translation
a right / rights / the right to vote

To speak up (against)

To march

To protest (against)

Gender inequalities

Unfair laws

To demand

A claim / to claim

To dare

To commit to the cause

An activist

To get involved

Civil disobedience

Hunger strike

To be force-fed

Now try to write 5 new sentences using 5 expressions from the chart.
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B/ Expressing oppression and persecution 

From what you’ve seen in the film, complete the following sentences (you can replace «they» by «Maud» if you wish) :

At the beginning of the 20th century, British women could not............................................................

They had to..........................................................................

They were not allowed to..........................................................................

They were forbidden to.........................................................................

Women were expected to..........................................................................

They could only..........................................................................

They could not..........................................................................

The Suffragettes wanted to..........................................................................

They were seen as..........................................................................

They were treated as..........................................................................

They were forced to..........................................................................

3 - Improve your English with the Suffragettes
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C/ Passive women?

Use the passive voice to express the repression women had to undergo every day.
Put these sentences in the passive voice. Can you hear the difference between the 2 voices?

1. Prison guards force-fed the inmates.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

2. Violet’s husband beat her up.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

3. The police tracked down and arrested Emmeline Pankhurst.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

4. The Draytons adopted Maud’s son George.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

5. The King’s horse killed Emily at the derby.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

6.  Detective Steed did not arrest Maud after she injured her boss.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

7. The director abused the young women of the laundry without any consequences.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

8. Edith organized meetings and attacks from her pharmacy.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

9. Lloyd George did not pass the bill supporting women’s right to vote.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

10. Sonny did not support Maud, he kicked her out of their house.
..................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................

3 - Improve your English with the Suffragettes
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Cette activité vous propose de faire découvrir quelques icones féministes d’hier et d’aujourd’hui. Vous pourrez traiter chaque partie séparément, n’en choisir 
qu’une ou mélanger les trois (en demandant par exemple aux élèves divisés en 3 groupes de travailler en îlots puis de présenter leur trouvailles au reste de la classe 
en complétant le tableau proposé dans la partie A par exemple).

A/ Before Emmeline Pankhurst and the Suffragettes : Mary Wollstonecraft 

Read the following text and complete the chart on the next page.

Mary Wollstonecraft
Often lauded as the first feminist, Mary Wollstonecraft (1759-1797) was a political writer and revolutionary advocate of equality who wanted women to reach 
their full potential within society. She was the first British writer to ‘put the claim of women’s rights to equality into the shape of a theoretical thesis’. Her works 
significantly contributed to both political thought and educational theory, and her treatise on the rights of women, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, is 
considered one of the great classics of feminist ideology.
As a young woman, Wollstonecraft helped her sister Eliza to escape from an abusive marriage. In 1783 she became a schoolteacher.  The two women established 
a school and Wollstonecraft became convinced that her female students had been indoctrinated to be subordinate to men.  Her experiences inspired her to 
write Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, in which she criticized traditional teaching methods and suggested improvements on how to teach girls.
In 1791 she published her revolutionary political work, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman.
In her Vindication, Wollstonecraft boldly attacked the view of female education advanced by political philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who claimed that 
women were incapable of reason. She condemned the educational conditions which perpetuated the ‘slavish dependence’ of women, and criticized society for 
condoning ‘exquisite sensibility and sweet docility of manners’ all desired attributes of women.  Wollstonecraft firmly believed that women must be educated in 
order to get a sense of self-worth derived not from their physical appearance, but from ‘reason, virtue and knowledge’. She contended in Vindication that wo-
men deserved to be granted both civil and political rights, and that for social equality to be realized both ‘monarchical and priestly power’ must be overthrown. 
Wollstonecraft’s revolutionary ideology engendered prodigious controversy, with Vindication considered shocking by political radicals.
Mary Wollstonecraft was disparaged by many of her contemporaries for her love affairs, suicide attempts and having had an illegitimate daughter, and after 
death her reputation was effectively destroyed by the publication of a revealing memoir in 1798.  It was not until the burgeoning feminist movement of the 
twentieth century that Wollstonecraft’s works became fully recognized for their inestimable value.  Today she is widely acclaimed as not only an important 
Enlightenment era political philosopher, but also as one of the founders of feminist philosophy.

Adapted from Allegra Geller’s column for the British Scholar Society, posted on http://britishscholar.org/ on February 28, 2012.
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NAME

BORN / DIED

COUNTRY

JOB

PUBLICATIONS

OPINIONS

PUBLIC IMAGE
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B/ Malala : Peace Nobel Prize at 16 years old
Activité de compréhension orale sur support vidéo.

a) Anticipation sur écoute :

Have you ever heard of Malala? What do you know about her?

b) Compréhension orale :

Watch the video of the speech that Malala Yousafzai gave to the ​United Nations​ on 12 July 2013, the date of her 16th birthday and «​Malala Day​» at the UN. It 
is really inspiring. She is only 16 and if she has any notes, she barely glances at them. She is just speaking with confidence and conviction, speaking from her 
heart. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MOqIotJrFVM

Who is Malala? What happened to her? 
Which prize did she get from the UN? Why?
What cause does she stand for? What does she want to fight against? How?
Is she religious? How does she feel towards the Taliban today? 
What do you think of Malala’s speech? how does it make you feel/ react?

This is a transcription of the ​speech​ you’ve just heard. Read it and complete your answers.

In the name of God, the most beneficent, the most merciful. Honourable UN Secretary General Mr Ban Ki-moon, respected president of the General Assembly Vuk Jeremic, honourable UN 
envoy for global education Mr Gordon Brown, respected elders and my dear brothers and sisters: Assalamu alaikum. Today is it an honour for me to be speaking again after a long time. Being 
here with such honourable people is a great moment in my life and it is an honour for me that today I am wearing a shawl of the late Benazir Bhutto. I don’t know where to begin my speech. I 
don’t know what people would be expecting me to say, but first of all thank you to God for whom we all are equal and thank you to every person who has prayed for my fast recovery and new 
life. I cannot believe how much love people have shown me. I have received thousands of good wish cards and gifts from all over the world. Thank you to all of them. Thank you to the children 
whose innocent words encouraged me. Thank you to my elders whose prayers strengthened me. I would like to thank my nurses, doctors and the staff of the hospitals in Pakistan and the UK 
and the UAE government who have helped me to get better and recover my strength. I fully support UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon in his ​Global Education First Initiative​ and the work of 
UN Special Envoy for Global Education Gordon Brown and the respectful president of the UN General Assembly Vuk Jeremic. I thank them for the leadership they continue to give. They conti-
nue to inspire all of us to action. Dear brothers and sisters, do remember one thing: Malala Day is not my day. Today is the day of every woman, every boy and every girl who have raised their 
voice for their rights. There are hundreds of human rights activists and social workers who are not only speaking for their rights, but who are struggling to achieve their goal of peace, education 
and equality. Thousands of people have been killed by the terrorists and millions have been injured. I am just one of them. So here I stand. So here I stand, one girl, among many. I speak not for 
myself, but so those without a voice can be heard. Those who have fought for their rights. Their right to live in peace. Their right to be treated with dignity. Their right to equality of opportunity. 
Their right to be educated. Dear friends, on 9 October 2012, the Taliban shot me on the left side of my forehead. They shot my friends, too. They thought that the bullets would silence us, but 
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they failed. And out of that silence came thousands of voices. The terrorists thought they would change my aims and stop my ambitions. But nothing changed in my life except this: weakness, 
fear and hopelessness died. Strength, power and courage was born. I am the same Malala. My ambitions are the same. My hopes are the same. And my dreams are the same. Dear sisters and 
brothers, I am not against anyone. Neither am I here to speak in terms of personal revenge against the Taliban or any other terrorist group. I am here to speak for the right of education for every 
child. I want education for the sons and daughters of the Taliban and all the terrorists and extremists. I do not even hate the Talib who shot me. Even if there was a gun in my hand and he was 
standing in front of me, I would not shoot him. This is the compassion I have learned from Mohammed, the prophet of mercy, Jesus Christ and Lord Buddha. This the legacy of change I have 
inherited from Martin Luther King, Nelson Mandela and Mohammed Ali Jinnah. This is the philosophy of nonviolence that I have learned from Gandhi, Bacha Khan and Mother Teresa. And 
this is the forgiveness that I have learned from my father and from my mother. This is what my soul is telling me: be peaceful and love everyone. Dear sisters and brothers, we realize the impor-
tance of light when we see darkness. We realize the importance of our voice when we are silenced. In the same way, when we were in Swat, the north of Pakistan, we realized the importance of 
pens and books when we saw the guns. The wise saying, «The pen is mightier than the sword.» It is true. The extremists are afraid of books and pens. The power of education frightens them. 
They are afraid of women. The power of the voice of women frightens them. This is why they killed 14 innocent students in the recent attack in Quetta. And that is why they kill female tea-
chers. That is why they are blasting schools every day because they were and they are afraid of change and equality that we will bring to our society. And I remember that there was a boy in our 
school who was asked by a journalist why are the Taliban against education? He answered very simply by pointing to his book, he said, «a Talib doesn’t know what is written inside this book.» 
They think that God is a tiny, little conservative being who would point guns at people’s heads just for going to school. These terrorists are misusing the name of Islam for their own personal 
benefit. Pakistan is a peace loving, democratic country. Pashtuns want education for their daughters and sons. Islam is a religion of peace, humanity and brotherhood. It is the duty and res-
ponsibility to get education for each child, that is what it says. Peace is a necessity for education. In many parts of the world, especially Pakistan and Afghanistan, terrorism, war and conflicts 
stop children from going to schools. We are really tired of these wars. Women and children are suffering in many ways in many parts of the world. 
In India, innocent and poor children are victims of child labour. Many schools have been destroyed in Nigeria. People in Afghanistan have been affected by extremism. Young girls have to 
do domestic child labour and are forced to get married at an early age. Poverty, ignorance, injustice, racism and the deprivation of basic rights are the main problems, faced by both men and 
women. Today I am focusing on women’s rights and girls’ education because they are suffering the most. There was a time when women activists asked men to stand up for their rights. But 
this time we will do it by ourselves. I am not telling men to step away from speaking for women’s rights, but I am focusing on women to be independent and fight for themselves. So dear sisters 
and brothers, now it’s time to speak up. So today, we call upon the world leaders to change their strategic policies in favour of peace and prosperity. We call upon the world leaders that all of 
these deals must protect women and children’s rights. A deal that goes against the rights of women is unacceptable. We call upon all governments to ensure free, compulsory education all over 
the world for every child. We call upon all the governments to fight against terrorism and violence; to protect children from brutality and harm. We call upon the developed nations to support 
the expansion of education opportunities for girls in the developing world. We call upon all communities to be tolerant, to reject prejudice based on caste, creed, sect, colour, religion or agenda 
to ensure freedom and equality for women so they can flourish. We cannot all succeed when half of us are held back. We call upon our sisters around the world to be brave, to embrace the 
strength within themselves and realize their full potential. Dear brothers and sisters, we want schools and education for every child’s bright future. We will continue our journey to our destina-
tion of peace and education. No one can stop us. We will speak up for our rights and we will bring change to our voice. We believe in the power and the strength of our words. Our words can 
change the whole world because we are all together, united for the cause of education. And if we want to achieve our goal then let us empower ourselves with the weapon of knowledge and 
let us shield ourselves with unity and togetherness. Dear brothers and sisters, we must not forget that millions of people are suffering from poverty and injustice and ignorance. We must not 
forget that millions of children are out of their schools. We must not forget that our sisters and brothers are waiting for a bright, peaceful future. So let us wage, so let us wage a glorious struggle 
against illiteracy, poverty and terrorism, let us pick up our books and our pens, they are the most powerful weapons. One child, one teacher, one book and one pen can change the world. Edu-
cation is the only solution. Education first. Thank you.

Pour poursuivre le travail sur Malala, nous vous proposons de réaliser une fiche de lecture sur sa biographie ( cf Activité 6, tâche finale C ).
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C/ Modern day terrorist feminism : Femen
Activité de compréhension et expression écrite, à faire en classe ou à la maison. La question 5 pourra être donnée comme tâche finale.

Read this press article from The Guardian :

Fearless and topless: Femen activists in the UK
They started out in Ukraine, established headquarters in Paris and last year succeeded in ambushing Vladimir Putin during a visit in Germany. Now the contro-
versial activists of Femen, notorious for their topless protests on issues such as prostitution, abortion and the wearing of the hijab, are planning to target Britain.
In London to promote a documentary on the group’s activities, founder member Alexandra Shevchenko said Femen UK would focus on issues such as female 
genital mutilation (FGM), forced marriage and the sex industry. «No one is talking about FGM in England,» she said. «People assume it is too violent and ex-
treme to exist here, that it only happens in Africa and the Middle East, but the UK has some of the highest levels in the west.»
The setting up of a new British arm of Femen’s operations is likely to generate mixed feelings among indigenous feminist groups. A succession of topless pro-
tests since the group’s formation in 2009 was greeted with bafflement and amusement, although there is no doubting its members’ courage when facing violent 
police repression.
«Becoming a member of Femen takes more than just a few days,» said Shevchenko. «You must be physically and psychologically prepared. Of course, you have 
to support our ideology as a starting point, but it is also a question of being fit in your body and mind to fight – to be arrested and struggle with police. Our main 
enemy is patriarchy and its three manifestations – dictatorship, religion and the sex industry. These issues are universal.»
Femen UK would, according to Shevchenko, be an addition to, not a substitute for, other forms of feminist campaigning in Britain. She claimed that there is an 
appetite among young women all over Europe for a new, more dynamic form of resistance.
«There is real feminist pride in the UK, which is why Femen appeals to women. But many are becoming disappointed with classical feminism, which is like library 
feminism,» she said. «Of course, we still need those who make theory, but feminism should be like an army.»

Adapted from The Guardian, Saturday 19 October 2013
Written by Zoe Holman

Now answer the following questions, quoting the text to justify your point :

1/ Who are the Femen? What do you think their name sounds like?

2/ What are they fighting against?

3/ How are they different from other feminist groups? What sort of actions do they lead?

4/ How are they perceived by other feminists? Why? Explain the expression «library feminism».

4 - More feminist icons
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5/ Do you think the Femen are very different from the Suffragettes? Why? Do you think the Suffragettes practiced «library feminism»?

5/ Essay (200-300 words) : What do you think of Femen? Why do you think they act topless? Do you think it’s a good idea? Search the web to see some of their 
recent actions. Do you support their methods or not? Why? Do you think they should be considered as terrorists?

4 - More feminist icons
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Voici quelques pistes de réflexion à mener en classe avec les groupes les plus avancés. Elles peuvent prendre la forme de débats, de rédactions, d’amorces pour 
l’oral du bac ou de devoirs sur table.

A/ Terrorism or civil disobedience?
How were the Suffragettes perceived by their contemporaries?
How did they justify their acts?
How are they considered now?
How has History changed our opinions of the Suffragette movement?
Can you think of other movements that were considered as dangerous / unlawful terrorists in their time and have now been redeemed by history?
Would you say that the Suffragettes were terrorists? Why?

Pour répondre à cette question nous vous proposons de visionner un court extrait de l’excellent documentaire en trois parties de la BBC sur les Suffragettes : 
épisode 3, 00:23 à 00:25 (interview de deux minutes d’une historienne).
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0544j0j

What do you conclude about terrorism? can it serve a good cause, or is it always evil? How do terrorists justify their acts? does the end always justify the means?

B/ Feminists and anti-feminists
In the film, who was against the Suffragettes? was it only men? What did they fear?
What reputation do feminists have today? which clichés are they stuck with? Why?
Is it easy to say that you’re a feminist today? Why?
Can men be feminists too? How so?
What could be done to make things change / make people change their views on feminists?

Et pourquoi pas, si les élèves sont motivés, consacrer une ou deux séances de brainstorming sur la façon d’améliorer l’égalité entre filles et garçons au sein de 
l’établissement, voire rédiger un manifeste / une charte de bon comportement / des affiches de sensibilisation au problème ?
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C/ After the vote

Today almost every country in the world (cf activité 2) has granted women the right to vote. Does it mean the fight is over?
Why did the Suffragettes change names once they got the right to vote?
What did they fight for next?
What are feminists trying to achieve now? 
What sort of actions do they lead to make their voices heard?
What do you think are their chances of succeeding? How?

5 - Perspectives on feminism
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D/ «Sister Suffragette» : Suffragettes revisited by Disney  

Pour finir sur une touche plus joyeuse, voici l’image des Suffragettes que Disney choisit de véhiculer dans le film Mary Poppins (1964).

Watch this extract from the film Mary Poppins. Read the lyrics and say which is the perspective on the Suffragette movement given by Disney.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kvk1NZDFvZU

«Sister Suffragette»

We’re clearly soldiers in petticoats 
And dauntless crusaders for woman’s votes 
Though we adore men individually 
We agree that as a group they’re rather stupid! 
 
Cast off the shackles of yesterday! 
Shoulder to shoulder into the fray! 
Our daughters’ daughters will adore us 
And they’ll sign in grateful chorus 
«Well done, Sister Suffragette!» 
 

From Kensington to Billingsgate  
One hears the restless cries! 
From ev’ry corner of the land: 
«Womankind, arise!» 
Political equality and equal rights with men! 
Take heart! For Missus Pankhurst has been clapped 
in irons again! 

No more the meek and mild subservients we!
We’re fighting for our rights, militantly! 
Never you fear! 
 

So, cast off the shackles of yesterday! 
Shoulder to shoulder into the fray! 
Our daughters’ daughters will adore us 
And they’ll sign in grateful chorus 
«Well done! Well done!  
Well done Sister Suffragette!» 

Written by the Sherman brothers, performed by 
Glynis Johns

5 - Perspectives on feminism
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A/ Present another feminist icon to the class

Proposez à vos élèves de réaliser des exposés (avec support Power Point pour les plus avancés) sur les figures majeures du féminisme international : Simone 
Veil, Simone de Beauvoir, Angela Davis, Olympe de Gouges, Virginia Woolf, Radhia Nasraoui, Talisma Nasreen...et pourquoi pas Emma Watson ou Angelina 
Jolie ?

B/ Book review : I Am Malala: The Story of the Girl Who Stood Up for Education and was Shot by the Taliban / Moi, Malala (cf. bibliography)

Read Malala’s book (in English or in French) and write a book review:

1) Sum up Malala’s story.

2) Express your feelings and opinions about Malala’s story and political positions.

3) Would you personally be ready to fight for a cause? Which one? Why?

C/ Fiction writing (200 words) : Imagine you are Maud. You are writing a letter to your son George to explain to him what happened and why he was 
adopted.

D/ Essay writing (300 words) : do you think women have become men’s equals in today’s society? Justify your point by giving examples.

E/ Essay writing (200-250 words) : Do you think it’s important to vote? Why?

F/ Essay writing (300 words) : Compare Emily Pankhurst, Mary Wollstonecraft, Malala and Alexandra Shevchenko. What do they all have in common? 
How do they differ? Imagine what the feminists of the future will be like.
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G/ Essay writing (300 words) : Read the Robert and Collins entry for the word «hero» :

1. a man distinguished by exceptional courage, nobility, fortitude, etc

2. a man who is idealized for possessing superior qualities in any field

3. (classical mythology) a being of extraordinary strength and courage, often the offspring of a mortal and a god, who is celebrated for his exploits

4. the principal male character in a novel, play, etc

Do these definitions apply to Maud in Suffragette? Discuss. Les sujets D/ E/ F/ G pourront être traités sous la forme de débat en classe après avoir été préparés 
à la maison (recherche de vocabulaire et d’arguments).

6 - Final tasks
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Pour en savoir plus sur Malala :

I Am Malala: The Story of the Girl Who Stood Up for Education and was Shot by the Taliban, YOUSAFSAI Malala et LAMB Christina, Weidenfeld & Nicolson,  
2014
Publié en France la même année par Hachette sous le titre : Moi, Malala 

L’Université de Platteville, Wisconsin (USA) diffuse gratuitement un guide de lecture du livre de Malala (résumé des chapitres, citations, pistes de réflexion...) 
téléchargeable en PDF ici : http://www.uwplatt.edu/files/campus-read/malala_instructor_resources.pdf
Pour regarder le discours prononcé par Malala lorsqu’elle a reçu le prix Nobel de la Paix : https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MOqIotJrFVM (version intégrale)
Vous trouverez sur YouTube de nombreuses versions abrégées de ce même discours (qui dure 26 mns).

Pour chanter avec Mrs Banks «Sister Suffragette» :
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Kvk1NZDFvZU

Pour retrouver l’article du Guardian consacré aux Femen dans son intégralité :
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/oct/20/femen-activists-uk-branch-feminism

Pour en savoir plus sur Mary Wollstonecraft, la pionnière du féminisme britannique :
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/british/empire_seapower/wollstonecraft_01.shtml

Pour obtenir des détails sur l’obtention du droit de vote au Royaume-Uni :
http://www.parliament.uk/about/livingheritage/transformingsociety/electionsvoting/womenvote/

Pour discuter de la violence du mouvement des Suffragettes :
http://www.historytoday.com/fern-riddell/weaker-sex-violence-and-suffragette-movement

Pour comprendre en détail l’histoire du féminisme en Grande-Bretagne :
Documentaire en trois parties produit par la BBC (le troisième épisode est particulièrement intéressant pour compléter le film).
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b0544j0j

Pour aller plus loin
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Activité 1 : Talk about the film

1/ What was a suffragette? explain the meaning of that word.

Suffrage = vote / Suffragettes were women who wanted the right to vote.

2/ What did the Suffragettes want ? Why? When did this take place, and where?

 Suffragettes wanted to be considered as men’s equals. They wanted the right to vote but also other rights so as to be independent from their husbands. The move-
ment began in the late 19th century and lasted until 1928 in the UK. The film takes place in the early 20th century, when the movement became more radical. The 
story is set in London.

3/ Maud’s evolution

a/ Compare Maud’s life at the beginning and at the end of the film :

Maud at the beginning of the film Maud at the end of the film

She works as a laundress.

She has a husband and a son.

She has a home.

She obeys her husband and her boss Mr. Taylor.

She has no political opinion.

She has lost her job and injured her boss.

Her husband kicked her out of their house and had their son adopted.

She is homeless and sleeps in a church.

She makes her own choices.

She is a radical suffragette activist.

1 - Talk about the film1 - Talk about the film
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b/ What do we know about Maud’s life before the film begins?

Her mother was a laundress and Maud was born in the laundry. Her father is unknown, but we can guess that Maud’s mother was, as the other laundresses, 
raped by the director, which is probably why he accepted to hire her when she turned 7 years old. Her mother died of a work accident when Maud was 4. Maud 
was raped from a young age by Mr. Taylor but could never protest because the laundry was everything she had in her life. Now 24 years old, she is married to 
Sonny and has a son, George.

c/ How did Maud find herself committed to the Suffragettes? What were her motivations? How did her involvement in the movement evolve?

Her commitment almost happened by coincidence. She was meant to just accompany Violet when she finally had to speak in front of the House of Commons 
in her place. Then her picture was taken by the police who was watching Edith’s pharmacy and she was identified as a suffragette. Finally she followed Violet to 
the Parliament to know if her testimony had had any effect on the law and got arrested when the assembly turned into a riot.
Her first motivation was not a will to vote but to spare other young girls the kind of terrible life that she herself had to undergo. She was repeatedly raped by her 
boss and worked in very hard conditions. That’s why she decided to rescue Violet’s daughter Maggie at the end, asking her rich friend to hire her as a maid. 
Besides saving women from men’s promiscuity, her motivation was to get her son back after her husband had him adopted without her consent. That’s another 
right women will get in 1925 (mothers’ rights over their children).
Maud’s commitment to the suffragette’s movement cost her everything : she lost her home, her husband, her son, her job, her dignity, her reputation. Yet all 
these never managed to break her down, on the contrary : once she had nothing left to lose, she became fearless and even more radical. In her letter to Steed she 
wrote : «I am a Suffragette after all.(...) I’m worth no more, no less than you.»

d/ Why did Maud go to prison? How were the Suffragettes treated in jail? what was their reaction to imprisonment?

She was sent to prison along with other protesters because the police did not allow them to express their discontent when the Prime Minister announced that 
there would be no change to the law. Policemen started beating up and arresting women. In prison suffragettes were deprived of their dignity (nakedness) and 
were ill-treated. Some of them were proud to have been arrested to defend their cause (they were given a medal after their first arrest) but some (like Maud) felt 
guilty and ashamed to have let down their families. After 1912 Pankhurst encouraged hunger strikes as a form of protest and so many suffragettes refused to eat 
in prison, with the result that they had to undergo brutal force-feedings from the guards.

e/ Did Maud’s husband support his wife and her cause? Why? Did all husbands share his opinion?

Maud’s husband felt ashamed. People made fun of his wife for hoping to change the world and of him for not managing her properly. When she got out of 
prison the first time he said : «You’ll never shame me like that again». The second time, he kicked her out and soon, because he couldn’t take care of their son 
alone, he had him adopted by a rich family. He was afraid to see her change and accused her of ruining things for them. He was indifferent to her plight. He also 
began to believe she had gone crazy («Dad says you’re not well in the head»). he was cruel to her, he would not even let her see her son. This shows she had no 
legal power at all, and no private property (when he kicked her out she had nothing left at all materially).

1 - Talk about the film1 - Talk about the film
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Most husbands and men shared this fear of women trying to increase their power and change customs, but the film also shows a loving, devoted, enlightened 
husband : Edith’s husband. Middle and upper-class men, because they were educated and sometimes well-travelled, were more open-minded about change and 
respected women more. But few dared to speak up against gender discrimination because they would have seemed weak and turned into ridicule.

f/ Which sacrifices did she have to make? From what you see in the film, do you think they were worth it?

She lost everything (see question c/) but the film refuses us the relief of a happy-ending. On the contrary the film ends on Emily’s terrible death at the derby, 
which is not depicted as a victory (because they  finally get the attention of the international press) but as the ultimate sacrifice for the cause. Women like Violet 
and Maud sacrificed everything for the next generation and obtained little for themselves : their lives were already ruined. Their determination was all the more 
exceptional that they knew that somehow it was already too late for them.

4/ The Suffragettes’ evolution 

What actions did they lead to fight for their rights? How did these actions evolve in time, and why? did everyone in the movement agree with that evolution? 
Why? Was it a clever move? How did they finally manage to attract public attention?

They started with non-violent protests in the street but when they saw that their leader was arrested and that peaceful women protesters were sent to jail they 
started resorting to vandalism (window breaking). At some point the Suffragettes realized that their claims were not heard, neither by the government nor by 
the press which refused to give them publicity, so they decided to move forward to dramatic strategies / stage their discontent to attract public attention. In the 
film, this is when Edith suggests to set Lloyd George’s new house on fire. She was following Pankhurst’s trend but the movement divided over these new terro-
rist acts : Maud agreed to harden the tone but Edith’s husband and Violet thought things were becoming too dangerous both for the Suffragettes (arson could 
take them to jail for years) and the possible victims of their deeds (the maid who could not escape the house on fire). Only when Emily died at the derby did the 
radical Suffragettes seem to realize how far their commitment could take them. Yet in terms of communication this could be seen as a clever move because it 
drew everyone’s attention, in the UK and abroad. It took a martyr to be taken seriously.

5/ A battle of the sexes

Why do you think men were opposed to women’s vote? Do you think all men shared this opinion? Are all men depicted as enemies in the film? see question e/
The director of the film is a woman. Do you think Suffragette would have been a different film if it had been directed by a man? Is Sarah Gavron trying to rally 
women viewers to the feminist cause?

Gavron is paying tribute to these brave women whose determination and courage tend to be forgotten with time. Yet the dramatic tone she chooses until the 
very end does not really make viewers feel like committing to any cause, because activism is seen as unrewarding, dangerous and self-destructive. All of this is 
true but a more optimistic perspective could have been adopted at the end, to convince viewers that the fight is not over and needs new believers to continue. 
So we can’t say that this is a feminist film, because it does not try to draw new activists in. It shows how difficult and brave it was to commit to women’s rights.
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A/ Suffragettes in the UK

a) First, make a list of all the things you’ve learned about these characters in the film. Then search the web for more information about these characters.

CHARACTERS INFO FROM THE FILM INFO FROM THE WEB

Emmeline Pankhurst
A lady (aristocrat)

Leader of the movement, an inspiration for all the 
Suffragettes

In hiding in France because the police wants to 
arrest her

Frequently makes the headlines of the press

Slogan : «Never surrender, never give up the fight»

Supports vandalism and hunger strikes

«I would rather be a rebel than a slave»

Slogan : «Never surrender, never give up the fight»

Supports vandalism and hunger strikes

«I would rather be a rebel than a slave»

Married, 5 children

Slogan «Deeds, not words»

Founded the Women’s Social and Political Union 
(WSPU)

Suspended activism during WW1 and encouraged 
women to help with the war effort 

After women got the right to vote in 1918, she 
transformed the WSPU into the Women’s Party, 
which was dedicated to promoting women’s equa-
lity in public life.

She died in 1928, just weeks before voting rights 
were extended to all women over 21.
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Edith New
(Edith Ellyn in the film

Middle-class woman

Wanted to be a doctor but her father refused. Has a 
pharmacist’s diploma but the pharmacy belongs to 
her husband (who has no diploma).

Organizes meetings and then bombings within the 
Suffragette movement

Radical activist in the line of Emmeline Pankhurst

Sentenced to jail many times

Loved and supported by her husband

Was a schoolteacher.

Everything else in the film is true (vandalism, 
prison, hunger strike...) but we don’t know if her 
husband supported her.

Lloyd George Prime Minister

Heard the testimonies of women but let the House 
of Commons decide about the law (not passed)

Was concerned about England’s reputation inter-
nationally

Refrained hunger strikes with force-feeding so that 
no suffragette would die a martyr (and win public 
opinion’s hearts)

Had his house bombed by the Suffragettes

Only came into power in 1916, and helped the law 
pass in 1918.

Everything said about Lloyd George in the film 
is actually inspired from his predecessor, liberal 
Prime Minister Herbert H. Asquith (opposed to 
women’s suffrage, authorized force-feeding, house 
bombed...). Asquith was Prime Minister of the UK 
from 1908 to 1916, Lloyd George from 1916 to 1922.
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b) The two main characters, Maud and Violet, were invented. Why do you think director Sarah Gavron chose to focus on imaginary characters and not historical 
ones?

It gave her more freedom / she could mix the stories of many real-life suffragettes into two characters. It’s more original than to stick to history (documentaries 
and TV films have already been made about Emmeline Pankhurst). Besides, most of the working-class women’s names were forgotten.

c) Which social class do the heroines belong to? do you think they were the only social class involved in the Suffragette movement? can we see Suffragettes from 
the higher society in the film? how is the fight different for them? Why do you think the director chose to focus on working class women?

The film opens on this sentence :
«This is the story of one group of working women who joined the fight.»
the director chose to focus on working-class women even though the movement was born within high society, ladies having more time and education to ponder 
intellectual topics. They tried to draw in working class women to increase their numbers but these women had very little time to spare between their hard jobs 
and their many domestic duties. Besides, working-class women risked much more : they could lose their job (hence their earnings to feed their children) and 
their husbands did not hesitate to «correct» them, whereas the high society ladies, as shown in the film, were bailed out of jail by their husbands who disappro-
ved of their conduct but never hurt them. As Inspector Steed told Maud : «You’re nothing in the world» not just because she was a woman but because she was 
a poor woman. The ladies only had their reputation to lose. Sarah Gavron chose to focus on the women who could lose everything and yet went for it, because 
they wanted a life better for their daughters. Their commitment was extremely brave.
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B/ Women’s right to vote in the world

c/ Look at the year when France granted women the right to vote. What was the context? 

1944. At the end of WW2 Général de Gaulle granted women the right to vote as a retribution for their war effort.

Was there such a movement as the Suffragettes in France?

Yes, but the French Suffragettes were divided into two organisations : Union française pour le suffrage des femmes (U.F.S.F.) and Ligue française pour le droit 
des femmes. The movement was never as radical nor famous as the British one. It never got violent nor resorted to terrorism.

Do you know when women were officially considered as men’s equals in France?

1948 Déclaration Universelle des Droits de l’Homme

Country Voting rights for women
New Zealand 1893
Finland 1906
UK 1918/1928
USA 1920
France 1944
Tunisia 1959
Switzerland 1971
Liechtenstein 1983
Koweit 2005
Saudi Arabia Not yet
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A/ Learn new words and expressions

B/ Expressing oppression and persecution 

At the beginning of the 20th century, British women could not vote.
They had to obey their husbands.
They were not allowed to make their own decisions.
They were forbidden to take part in politics.
Women were expected to take care of their family.
They could work but their earnings did not belong to them.
They could not claim any property, not even that of their children.
The Suffragettes wanted to make things change.
They were seen as terrorists / madwomen.

Expressions from the text Translation
a right / rights / the right to vote Un droit / les droits /le droit de vote
To speak up (against) Élever la voix, protester contre, dénoncer
To march Défiler, manifester
To protest (against) Protester, manifester
Gender inequalities L’inégalité entre les sexes
Unfair laws Des lois injustes
To demand Exiger, requérir
A claim / to claim Une revendication, revendiquer
To dare Oser
To commit to the cause S’engager en faveur d’une cause
An activist Un(e) militant(e)
To get involved S’impliquer
Civil disobedience La désobéissance civile
Hunger strike Grève de la faim
To be force-fed Être nourri de force
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They were treated as shameful / disrespectful women disgracing their sex.
They were forced to hide from the authorities.

C/ Passive women?

1. Inmates were force-fed by prison guards.
2. Violet was beaten up by her husband.
3. Emmeline Pankhurst was tracked down and arrested by the police.
4. Maud’s son George was adopted by the Draytons.
5. Emily was killed by the king’s horse at the derby.
6.  Maud was not arrested by Detective Steed after she injured her boss.
7. The young women of the laundry were abused by the director without any consequences.
8. Meetings and attacks were organized from Edith’s pharmacy.
9. The bill supporting women’s right to vote was not passed by Lloyd George.
10. Maud was not supported by her husband, she was kicked out of their house by him.
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A/ Before Emmeline Pankhurst and the Suffragettes : Mary Wollstonecraft

NAME Mary Wollstonecraft

BORN / DIED 1759-1797

COUNTRY UK

JOB Schoolteacher / political writer

PUBLICATIONS Thoughts on the Education of Daughters, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

OPINIONS
Women should be educated just like men and not encouraged to be silly, pretty wives. Physical appearance should not be more 
valued than intelligence in women. Male domination should stop. Women should have the same civil and political rights as 
men.

PUBLIC IMAGE She was despised in her time because of her scandalous ideas and private life (she had a child outside wedlock, several lovers 
and tried to commit suicide). A libelous biography published after her death completed to ruin her reputation. Not until the 
20th century was she considered as the first British feminist and woman philosopher.

LEGACY Her ideas and books inspired Emmeline Pankhurst and many other feminists all over the world.
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B/ Malala : Peace Nobel Prize at 16 years old

Malala Yousafzai is a young girl from Pakistan who defied the Taliban on her blog when she repeatedly defended every girl’s right to go to school. They threa-
tened then tried to murder her on a school bus but she survived her wounds. She was cured in a British hospital and now lives in exile in the UK, where she 
continues her fight against religious obscurantism. She was granted the Nobel Peace prize at only 16 years old and received global support for her brave actions 
to promote girl education and freedom of speech. Now a political refugee in England, she studies Law to become a lawyer so that she will go on protecting wo-
men and children whose rights are not respected. She is a religious Muslim and a feminist. She forgives her assassins but warns them that their murder attempt 
made her all the stronger and that her ambitions have not changed.

C/ Modern day terrorist feminism : Femen

1/ Who are the Femen? What do you think their name sounds like? Radical feminists
2/ What are they fighting against? 
prostitution, abortion and the wearing of the hijab, female genital mutilation (FGM), forced marriage and the sex industry : all forms of woman oppression.
3/ How are they different from other feminist groups? What sort of actions do they lead? 
Their main difference is that they act topless to attract media attention. They believe in action and short slogans. They aim at shocking people’s opinion to make 
them think and react.
4/ How are they perceived by other feminists? Why? Explain the expression «library feminism».
 «Mixed feelings» : not everyone agrees with their toplessness or radical ways. «Library feminism» sounds condescending, as if other feminist groups did 
nothing but read and talk, not act. They dismiss all non-violent, non-shocking protests as ineffective or useless.
5/ Do you think the Femen are very different from the Suffragettes? Why? Do you think the Suffragettes practiced «library feminism»? 
They have the same rage, even though of course it would have been impossible for the Suffragettes to act half-naked on the streets. They would never have been 
respected, and it seems that even today Femen’s nudity discredits their discourse. The Suffragettes were certainly no «library feminists», especially those like 
Maud who had no time nor education to read or go to the library. They also resorted to dangerous action, even vandalism and criminality. The femen might not 
be so new or modern after all.
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A/ Terrorism or civil disobedience?

How were the Suffragettes perceived by their contemporaries?
They were seen as madwomen («daddy says you’re not well in the head» George) and dangerous terrorists (after they started bombing letterboxes).

How did they justify their acts?
«War is the only language men listen to» Maud
Their peaceful  protests had been met with police brutality and public scorn, so they felt they had to act dramatically to be taken seriously.
«We don’t want to be law-breakers, we want to be law-makers» Emmeline Pankhurst

How are they considered now?
They are now seen as heroines, brave women ready to sacrifice their lives for their just cause. Their claims are no longer questioned nor challenged.

How has History changed our opinions of the Suffragette movement?
History has helped make minds change, spreading the idea that women’s equal rights are obvious and necessary.

Can you think of other movements that were considered as dangerous / unlawful terrorists in their time and have now been redeemed by history?
Rosa Parks and Martin Luther King Jr.’s fight for civil rights in the USA was very similar.
Mandela’s struggle against apartheid was also considered as terrorism.
Even Gandhi’s peaceful protests were perceived as dangerous because they threatened the established order.
All movements that tried to make things change (for good or bad) were met with suspicion and fear of chaos. Those who managed to improve a community’s 
rights are now seen as heroic.

Would you say that the Suffragettes were terrorists? Why?
They became terrorists when they decided to resort to violent acts such as bombings and fires. They wanted to inspire not only terror but respect, they did not 
want to be dismissed as crazy harmless females.

What do you conclude about terrorism? can it serve a good cause, or is it always evil? How do terrorists justify their acts? does the end always justify the means?
Violence can attract the attention of the media and public opinion but it certainly does not solve problems, it actually makes them more serious.
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B/ Feminists and anti-feminists

In the film, who was against the Suffragettes? was it only men? What did they fear?
Men were afraid that women would no longer agree to be obedient wives. By giving their opinion they refused to accept male domination of body and mind. 
Men were afraid to lose their absolute power over women and their children. But some women refused change too. They accepted the conditions they lived in 
and feared that if women started acting like men the family as a unit would crumble. They had integrated the codes of behaviour imposed to them by men and 
saw rebellion in a woman as a very bad instinct to be tamed (usually in marriage and husband «correction»). They saw fit that husbands should «straighten out» 
their wives to maintain respectability and the general order of things.

What reputation do feminists have today? which clichés are they stuck with? Why?
They are often represented as old, boring, annoying women who do not care about their looks and try to look like men. They are suspected of hating men and 
trying to destroy them. People accuse them of never being satisfied / contented with whatever rights they maanged to get. They are blamed for denying the 
scientific / natural / bodily differences between the sexes.

Is it easy to say that you’re a feminist today? Why?
Because of all these clichés, women dare not say they are feminists. They don’t want to be confused with angry tomboys or vindicative old ladies. Feminists 
today want to be pretty and sexy too. They don’t want men to be their enemies but their allies.

Can men be feminists too? How so?
Women’s equal rights can only be achieved if men support them too. Men should help women all over the world by showing a good example to their fellows : if 
more and more men treat women with the respect they deserve, misogynists will be ostracized and ridiculed in time. That’s why Emma Watson, in her famous 
UN speech, called for men’s support in defending women’s rights globally.

What could be done to make things change / make people change their views on feminism?
It takes time to make things change, but also charismatic leaders. Feminists need to unite and find a voice that represents them all so that more and more people 
will follow them. 
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C/ After the vote

Why did the Suffragettes change names once they got the right to vote? suffrage = vote 
What did they fight for next?
Financial independence from fathers and husbands, the right to own property and inherit, legal authority on their children, education, punishment of rape, 
sexual harassment and domestic violence

What are feminists trying to achieve now? 
Equal pay, stop job discrimination, contraception and abortion...

What sort of actions do they lead to make their voices heard?
Most feminist groups protest peacefully, sometimes humorously, through websites, magazines, marches and social networks. The Femen group, however, tries 
to shock public opinion with blasphemy and nudity so that no one can ignore them.

D/ Suffragettes revisited by Disney : «Sister Suffragette»

Mrs Banks is perceived as a nice yet a bit loony aristocrat whose commitment to the Suffragettes is nothing but a housewife’s hobby. We are far from Maud’s 
hard life and sacrifices or the Suffragette film’s violence and gloom. Mary Poppins is a children’s movie so it keeps a light, goofy tone. We can either consider 
that it gives a wrong, condescending, patriarchal image of the Suffragettes or we can salute Disney’s attempt to contextualize its film and educate children about 
a major political movement in British history, without breaking the film’s funny tone. Who wants to hear about force-feedings or the 1913 derby accident in 
Mary Poppins ?
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