THE 1866
SUFFRAGE PETITION
On 7 June 1866 a petition calling for women’s suffrage, signed
by approximately 1500 women, was presented to Parliament.
This was the first mass petition in the United Kingdom calling for
women to have the right to vote. While it was unsuccessful in its
aims, the landmark petition is now considered to be the start of
the organised campaign for women’s voting rights.
ACTIVITY 1
The source below is an extract from the 1866 petition. Using the source and your own
knowledge, what can be inferred from this extract? List 3 points.
1.

2.

3.

The 1866 suffrage petition in Parliament
John Stuart Mill MP presented the first mass women’s suffrage petition to the House of
Commons on 7 June 1866. He declared that the value of the petition was that it had been
organised and signed exclusively by women, and therefore demonstrated clearly for the first
time that women wanted the vote.
A year later, the petition led to the first parliamentary debate on votes for women in the
House of Commons Chamber. On 20 May 1867 Mill moved to amend the Second Reform Bill
to replace the word ‘man’ with ‘person’. He later described this as ‘perhaps the only really
important public service I performed in the capacity as a Member of Parliament.’ The division
was lost by 73 votes to 196, but Mill was delighted by the level of support.

ACTIVITY 2
Study the extract from a speech given during of the House of Commons debate and imagine
you are in the Chamber. What might you have said in response? Using the prompts provided,
write a speech in support of women’s suffrage.

‘There are certain things which women could do better than men,
and others which they cannot do so well. In all that requires rough,
rude, practical force, stability of character, and intellect, man is
superior: whereas in all those relations of life that demanded
mildness, softness of character, and amiability, women far excel.’
Samuel Laing
Mr. Speaker, I cannot agree with the honourable gentleman…. He says that man is
superior in intellect and yet clearly…..

I do not believe it is right to judge men and women with these stereotypes,
throughout my life I….

Finally, Mr. Speaker let me say this about votes for women. This petition shows
that women are engaged with the political process and wish to be engaged further.
We should support them by voting for a change to the law. It is our responsibility to…
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