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On June 4, 1913, a woman stood in a crowd of people at Epsom 

eagerly awaiting the running of the first race of the British Derby Day. 

The woman watched as two sets of horses ran past her on the track, and 

then she ducked under the railing and ran into the middle of the track. As 

she ran onto the track the King's horse was running toward her, and as 

the horse neared, she threw her hands up in the air, perhaps to stop the 

horse, but to no avail. The King's horse trampled the woman and she lay 

on the track suffering a severe head injury.1 This woman was not just a

regular spectator amongst the crowd who had suffered an unfortunate 

accident; the woman was Emily Wilding Davison, a member of the 

Women's Social and Political Union and a suffragist with a militant past. 

Davison suffered from her head injuries for four days, and then she died 

without ever regaining consciousness. Without her explanation of the 

event and explanation of whether or not her act was an act of suicide, 

speculation arose about the reasoning behind her fatal trip out onto the 

track. Davison's fellow suffragists used the confusion over Davison's act 

as a way to gain sympathy for their cause as they made it known to the 

world that Davison died fighting for women's right to vote. However, 

even though Davison suffered her injuries while carrying two suffragist 

flags under her coat, she did not intend to become a martyr that day at 

1 Gay L. Gullickson, "Emily Wilding Davison: Secular Martyr?" Social Research 75, no.
2 (2008): 461. 
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Epsom. It was only through the propaganda of the suffrage movement 

that Davison's accidental death turned her into a martyr for suffrage.2

The British suffragists granted Davison martyrdom, hoping that 

the death of this woman would bring sympathy and support from the 

British people. The suffragists needed this support for their cause 

because many British people looked down upon the suffragists and their 

militant actions. In order to understand why the suffragists used 

Davison's death as a ploy to gain sympathy for their cause, the history of 

the British suffrage movement must be briefly discussed. In the early 

twentieth century, Great Britain experienced an uprising of women 

demanding the right to vote. British suffragists became militant during 

this time under the leadership of Emmeline Pankhurst. 3 Their militant

activities, such as arson and bombings, resulted in many suffragists' 

arrests. As a result of the hatred towards the suffragists' campaign, and 

the suffragists' unwillingness to be submissive to the law enforcement 

personnel, many of these women faced cruel and horrific conditions 

during their incarceration. 

During incarceration, many suffragists resorted to desperate 

tactics, such as hunger strikes, with the hope that the government would 

take their message seriously. Instead of acknowledging the validity of the 

suffragist's campaign, the government and prisons implemented the 

practice of subjecting the women to harsh punishments such as force­

feeding them through a tube to suppress their militant nature. The brutal 

tactics proved to be debilitating to the health and mental status of the 

women who were imprisoned, and occasionally the suffragists were left 

2 Gullickson, "Emily Wilding Davison: Secular Martyr?" 461. 
3 Gullickson, "Emily Wilding Davison: Secular Martyr?" 462. 
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