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Millicent Fawcett (née Garrett) was born in Aldeburgh, 
Suffolk in 1847. Unusually for the time, her father, a wealthy 
businessman, encouraged her to read widely and take an 
interest in politics—a sphere normally reserved for men. She 
wasn’t the only pioneering woman in the family: she was the 
eighth out of her parent’s ten children and her elder sister 
Elizabeth would later become Britain’s first female doctor.

When she was a child, Millicent was introduced to the 
campaigner for women’s suffrage (right to vote), Emily 
Davis, by her sister Elizabeth and after attending a lecture 
given by the philosopher and feminist John Stuart Mill, she 
met and fell in love with Henry Fawcett, a Member of 
Parliament and a prominent economist. Tragically, Henry 
had been blinded in a shooting accident at the age of 
twenty-five, but he didn’t let this get in his way and he and 
Millicent married in 1867. Their marriage was a happy one 

and as well as caring for her husband, Millicent pursued her own writing career, writing three books 
including Political Economy for Beginners which made her ideas and those of her husband accessible 
to the general public, especially women. She had only one child, Philippa, born in 1868, whose 
education she strongly supported, particularly in maths and Philippa would later benefit from this when 
she became the first woman to obtain the highest mark in the University of Cambridge’s Mathematical 
Tripos exam and a successful mathematician in her own right. This belief in women’s education would 
inspire Millicent to leave behind one of her most enduring legacies, Newnham Hall, Cambridge, a 
women’s college which she co-founded in 1875.

Millicent began her political career at the age of twenty-two when she attended the first ever women’s 
suffrage meeting. She quickly established herself as an influential member of the movement and in 
1897, she became the leader of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) , Britain’s 
largest suffragist organisation. Millicent was bitterly opposed to their rival organisation, the Women’s 
Social and Political Union (WPSU) also known as the suffragettes. The NUWSS’ slogan ‘Law-Abiding 
suffragists’ summed up her moderate approach to obtaining the right to vote through peaceful and legal 
means in stark contrast to the militancy and direct action of the WPSU. Although Emmeline Pankhurst 
(the leader of the WPSU) and the suffragettes gained more publicity, it was the NUWSS that had more 
popular support; by 1905 it had fifty thousand members compared to only two thousand in the WPSU at 
its height in 1913.

As well as campaigning for women’s right to vote, Millicent championed raising the age of consent, 
ending cruelty to children within the family and repealing the Contagious Diseases Acts which reflected 
the sexual double standards that governed attitudes towards prostitution at the time. Despite all of her 
tireless efforts, however, it was only after the First World War ended in 1918, that Women’s Suffrage 
truly became a reality. During the war, the WSPU had ceased all activities to focus on the war effort as 
its leaders were vehemently in favour of the conflict, yet Millicent’s NUWSS had continued to campaign 



for votes for women as many of its members were pacifists and against the war. Through a combination 
of Millicent’s refusal to bow down to government pressure and the massive contribution women made to 
final victory, the battle was finally won for women’s right to vote.

Millicent remained leader of the NUWSS until 1919, after holding the position for an incredible twenty-
two years. In her final years, she published many more books and essays including her history of the 
Suffrage movement, What I Remember; she died in 1929, only a year after the final parliamentary act 
that allowed all women over the age of twenty-one to vote, putting them on equal terms with men for 
the first time. She was a true heroine and a pioneer of the rights we take for granted today.


