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This paper contributes to the relational and aesthetic turns in leadership studies in which 

traditional leader-centric concerns with personality, style, charisma and authenticity, have 

been replaced with critical analyses of discourse, collective practice, intersubjectivity, power, 

gender, and the body (Cunliffe, 2011; Fairhurst, 2007; Hansen et al, 2007; Mavin and 

Grandy, 2016; Raelin, 2011; Ropo and Sauer, 2008; Sinclair, 2005; 2011; Stead, 2013; 

Uhl-Bien, 2006). The paper contributes to this growing field by exploring a largely forgotten 

history which – through its retelling – has potentially radical implications for relationships 

between gender, ‘leaderful’ bodies, and the heroic. The forgotten history explored is that 

of the ‘fighting’ or ‘jujutsu’ suffragettes in the United Kingdom during the early years of the 

20th century. This was a secret and highly skilled group of female bodyguards trained in the 

Japanese martial art of jujutsu and tasked with the personal protection of Emmeline 

Pankhurst and other leading figures of the Votes for Women movement (Williams, 2012; 

Wolf, 2009). The role of the ‘jujutsuffragettes’ (or ‘The Bodyguard’ as they were also 

known) involved personal protection of the movement’s leadership, but also served as 

agitators and decoys to confront and distract the authorities and allow targeted 

individuals to escape arrest during speeches and demonstrations. This secret group 

also served another function as instructors in the martial arts providing women with simple, 

but effective techniques for dealing with male violence and oppression wherever they may 

encounter it. The most influential figure of this group was Edith Garrud, chief athletics 

instructor of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) and Women’s Freedom 

League (WFL) and one of the most proficient female martial artists and martial arts 

instructors in the UK and Europe at the turn of the 20th century. The paper provides an 

account of the life of key figures like Garrud and how an interest in the Japanese martial arts 

intersected with a late Victorian fascination with Japanese culture and particularly with the 

new Eastern fighting arts (Wingard, 2003) – fighting techniques that privileged softness and 

precision over brute force and muscular strength. The paper explores how an interest in what 

was seen as a ‘gentleman’s art’ (Barton-Wright, 1899; Godfrey, 2010; Wolf, 2005) provided 

the means and method for protecting and facilitating the suffragette movement and how it 

propelled women like Edith Garrud and her students into popular consciousness as female 

superheroes of the day with associated myths and legends of their exploits battling police 

officers and holding public demonstrations of their skill (Looser, 2011). The paper also 

explores the content and technique of jujutsu itself as practised and taught by Garrud and 
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others – a martial art whose name loosely translated from Japanese to English means the 

‘gentle way of yielding’ – and how it became a powerful practical and symbolic tool for 

opposing the excesses of an aggressive and often violent patriarchal Edwardian society 

(Godfrey, 2012; Rouse, 2017). As the paper argues, this co-opting of what was perceived as 

a gentlemanly and hyper-masculine leisure pursuit into a political and feminist ‘gentle way of 

yielding’ provides an important point of ethico-political intervention; An intervention in which 

notions of the heroic feminine and collective opposition (Höpfl, 2010; Vachhani and Pullen, 

2018) might be re-written and so re-positioned to offer practical, intellectual, and pedagogical 

counterpoints to established notions of leading and following. 

 

References 

Barton-Wright, E.W. (March 1899) The New Art of Self-defence: How a man may defend 

himself against every form of attack. Pearson's Magazine, vol. 7, pp. 268–275. 

 

Cunliffe, A.L. (2011) Relational Leadership. Human Relations, 64(11): 1425-1449. 

 

Fairhurst, G.T. (2007) Discursive Leadership: In Conversation with Leadership Psychology. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

 

Godfrey, E. (2012) Femininity, Crime and Self-Defence in Victorian Literature and Society: 

From dagger-fans to suffragettes. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Godfrey, E. (2010) Masculinity, Crime and Self-Defence in Victorian Literature. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Hansen, H., Ropo, A., and Sauer, E. (2007) Aesthetic Leadership. The Leadership 

Quarterly, 18(6): 544–560. 

 

Höpfl, H. (2010) The Death of the Heroine. Management and Organizational History, 5(3-4): 

395-407. 

 

Looser, D. (2011) Radical Bodies and Dangerous Ladies: Martial arts and women’s 

performance, 1900-1918. Theatre Research International, 36(1): 3-19. 

 



Abstract submitted to the International Studying Leadership Conference, 16th-18th December 2018 

 

3 
 

Mavin, S. and Grandy, G. (2016) A Theory of Abject Appearance: Women elite leaders’ 

intra-gender ‘management’ of bodies and appearance. Human Relations, 69(5): 1095 – 

1120. 

 

Raelin, J. (2011) From Leadership-as-Practice to Leaderful Practice. Leadership, 7(2): 195–

211. 

 

Ropo, A. and Sauer, E. (2008). Dances of Leadership: Bridging theory and practice through 

an aesthetic approach. Journal of Management & Organization, 14(5): 560-572. 

 

Rouse, W.L. (2017) Her Own Hero: Origins of the Women’s Self-Defense Movement. New 

York: New York University Press. 

 

Sinclair, A. (2005) Body Possibilities in Leadership, Leadership, 1(4): 387–406. 

 

Sinclair, A. (2011) Leading with Body. In Jeanes, E., Knights, D. and P. Martin (Eds.) 

Handbook of Gender, Work and Organization. John Wiley and Sons, pp. 117-130. 

 

Stead, V. (2013) Learning to deploy (in)visibility: An examination of women leaders’ lived 

experiences. Management Learning, 44(1): 63-79. 

 

Uhl-Bien, M. (2006) Relational Leadership Theory: Exploring the social process of leadership 

and organizing. The Leadership Quarterly, 17(6): 654–676. 

 

Vachhani, S. and Pullen, A. (2018 forthcoming) Ethics, Politics and Feminist organizing: 

Writing feminist infrapolitics and affective solidarity into everyday sexism. Human Relations. 

Online first: https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726718780988  

 

Williams, R. (June 2012) Edith Garrud: A public vote for the suffragette who taught martial 

arts. The Guardian Newspaper Online.  Accessed on 31st October 2015. 

 

Wingard, G. (2003) Sport, Industrialism, and the Japanese “Gentle Way”: Judo in late 

Victorian England. Journal of Asian Martial Arts, 12(2): 16-25. 

 

Wolf, T. (2005) (Ed.) The Bartitsu Compendium. Lulu Publications. 

 

Wolf, T. (2009) Edith Garrud: The Suffragette Who Knew Jujutusu. Lulu Publications. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726718780988

