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Preface

2018 and 2019 mark the centennials of women’s right to vote in 20 countries 
around the globe, with further celebrations to follow in the coming years. 
New Zealand, the first country to grant women’s suffrage, is commemo-
rating 125 years of women’s right to vote. Women’s share of parliamentary  
representation has never been higher, with the world average currently standing 
at 23.6%, according to the Inter-Parliamentary Union. Twelve countries have 
surpassed more than 40% women in parliament and nearly 50 have achieved 
30% or more. This Handbook seeks to take stock of these developments to 
offer a definitive account of the global state of women’s political rights.

The book understands women’s political rights to include the right to par-
ticipate in politics through voting (suffrage) and the right to stand for polit-
ical office (eligibility), offering an important interdisciplinary contribution to 
scholarship on gender and politics. Much of the research on women’s suf-
frage campaigns has been carried out by historians, while political scientists 
have taken up questions of women’s electoral behavior, gender gaps in vot-
ing, and the struggle to improve women’s access to political office. The book 
is also global in scope, covering developments across all the world’s major 
regions.

Part I, Theories and Concepts, comprises five chapters that set the stage for 
the case-focused chapters in Parts II and III. Chapters 1 and 3 map debates 
and events surrounding the introduction of women’s rights to vote and run 
for political office, respectively, focusing on global patterns. Chapter 1 surveys 
suffrage movements around the world, analyzing the four waves of suffragism 
across the globe. Chapter 3 outlines the major debates as well as conceptual 
and theoretical questions about women’s representation in office. Chapters 
2 and 4 outline and discuss the various ways scholars have measured of the 
impact of these rights, focusing on what women’s voting and election patterns 
have looked like over time, as well as the various ways that scholarly research 
has analyzed what these activities have meant for politics and society more 
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viii   Preface

broadly. Chapter 5 surveys emerging areas of concern among academics and 
practitioners, regarding new challenges to women’s exercise of their political 
rights.

In Part II, Suffrage and Political Participation, the volume presents 21 
case studies from six regions of the world. Each chapter focuses on a single 
country to map how women gained the right to vote, including the kinds of 
arguments utilized by the main advocates and opponents of women’s right 
to vote, as well as who the main actors were in the suffrage debates. Authors 
also address the impact of women as voters, defined in various ways. These 
include voter turnout by sex, gender gaps in voting, and changes in political 
parties and party competition in response to female voters. The chapters also 
offer insights into the historical and ongoing challenges women confront in 
exercising their right to vote, including threats to women’s political rights in 
societies where electoral violence is common.

Part III, Eligibility and Political Representation, examines developments in 
23 countries across six geographical regions. Each chapter maps the strug-
gles that women have waged in order to gain the right to run for political 
office and to improve their political representation. The authors identify and 
account for uneven patterns in women’s parliamentary representation and 
electoral performance at local and national levels over time. In addition to 
identifying ongoing challenges and stereotypes undermining women’s partic-
ipation, authors discuss formal and informal strategies to improve the share 
of women elected, especially the introduction of electoral gender quotas. 
Many chapters also explore the descriptive, substantive, and symbolic impacts 
of electing more women, focusing on the profiles of elected women, the  
proposal and passage of women-friendly bills, public opinion toward women 
as leaders, and initiatives to enhance representation based on race, ethnicity, 
age, and sexual orientation.

Calgary, Canada  
New Brunswick, USA  
Hamilton, Canada

Susan Franceschet 
Mona Lena Krook 

Netina Tan
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CHAPTER 1

Global Patterns and Debates in the Granting 
of Women’s Suffrage

Ann Towns

In 1912, German women’s rights activist Käthe Schirmacher proclaimed that 
“woman’s suffrage is the most radical demand made by organized women 
and is hence advocated in all countries by the ‘radical’ woman’s rights advo-
cates” (Schirmacher 1912). Claiming suffrage to be radical was no exagger-
ation at a time when only four countries—New Zealand (1893), Australia 
(1902), Finland (1906), and Norway (1907)—had granted women the right 
to vote. This was about to change. In the coming century, virtually every 
state introduced women’s suffrage, making the measure global in scope 
and hardly extreme. In fact, to most, the radicalism today is found in the 
extremely rare denial of women’s suffrage on the same terms as men’s. In 
Saudi Arabia, for instance, women are only allowed to vote in local elections, 
and that right was exercised for the first time only in 2015.

The first aim of this chapter is to show how women’s suffrage spread 
internationally, both in terms of global adoption patterns and in terms of 
the transnational suffrage activism which preceded adoption. As we will see 
below, suffrage activism and suffrage adoption were clustered along some 
major lines of international hierarchy. Transnational suffragism developed 
in at least four overlapping waves with distinctive membership, geograph-
ical scope, and suffrage arguments rooted in international social hierarchies 
between so-called civilized states and others. The first emerged in what was 
then referred to as the “society of civilized states,” from the turn of the twen-
tieth century until the 1920s. Transnational suffrage mobilization in the 
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socialist East constitutes a second, closely overlapping wave, from approxi-
mately 1907 until the 1920s. The third wave developed in the Pan-Ameri-
can context, from the 1920s until the 1940s. Although much less research 
and evidence is provided, a fourth wave of transnational suffragism appears to 
have developed in the Afro-Asian post-colonial context in the 1950s. Suffrage 
adoption closely followed these waves of activism.

The second aim of this chapter is to analyze some of the arguments made 
in favor and against women’s suffrage, focusing particularly on claims about 
the relation between suffrage and so-called civilization. Women’s suffrage ini-
tially became expected behavior of so-called civilized states, around the end 
of World War I (WWI). Suffrage became indicative of having reached a more 
advanced level of civilization and thus helped to set these states apart from 
presumably inferior societies. Since far from all societies were regarded as civ-
ilized (nor desired to be), it was not clear what this new standard of civiliza-
tion suggested for them, however. It was a formidable task of non-European 
activists to justify why their states should also pass suffrage laws. After all, as 
the Europeans claimed, this was behavior proper for “civilized” states rather 
than the “less advanced” or non-civilized. Creative reinterpretation of the ini-
tial arguments was needed to explain why it was appropriate for states not 
part of the core of Western civilization to approve the vote for women.

Activist organizations and networks were the primary associational arena 
promoting women’s suffrage internationally, rather than international organ-
izations or state actors. Transnational suffrage advocacy supplies a good 
empirical entry-point to study the debates on women’s suffrage around the 
globe. The rest of this chapter is therefore organized around demonstrat-
ing the existence of no less than four waves of transnational suffragism and 
analyzing their arguments. Before delving into these waves of transnational 
activism and the understandings of suffrage, however, the chapter begins by 
looking at the global route of suffrage law adoption. The chapter ends with 
an assessment of prior attempts to account for the global emergence of wom-
en’s suffrage.

Suffrage Adoption Trajectory

Women first won the vote in new states on the outskirts of the core of inter-
national society—New Zealand (1893), Australia (1902), Finland (1906), 
and Norway (1907)—rather than in, say, France and Great Britain (see  
Table 1.1). By 1919, another twenty European states had passed suffrage leg-
islation. It would nevertheless take many decades for a few European states, 
like Switzerland (1971) and Lichtenstein (1984), to allow women voting 
rights. In short, women’s suffrage initially moved from the margins to the 
center of European and neo-European international society.

One striking and overlooked aspect is that the ensuing adoption path was 
clustered, as is evident in Table 1.1. The timing of adoption seems to cluster 
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Table 1.1  Women’s suffrage adoption in national politics, on the same terms as 
men, 1893–2018

Year European 
civilization

Socialism Pan-
Americanism

(Post)-coloni-
alism

Other/Unclear

1893 New Zealand
1902 Australia
1906 Finland
1913 Norway
1915 Denmark

Iceland
1917 Canada
1918 Austria

Germany
Hungary
Ireland
United 
Kingdom

Russian 
Federation
Estonia
Georgia
Latvia
Lithuania
Poland

1919 Belgium
Luxemburg
Netherlands
Sweden

Belarus
Ukraine

1920 Czechoslovakia
United States

Albania

1921 Armenia
Azerbaijan

1924 Kazakhstan
Mongolia
Tajikistan

Saint Lucia 
(UK)

1927 Turkmenistan
1929 Romania Ecuador
1930 South Africa 

(‘whites’)
1931 Portugal

Spain
Chile

1932 Brazil
Uruguay

Thailand (Siam)

1934 Cuba Turkey
1935 Myanmar (UK)
1937 Philippines
1938 Uzbekistan Bolivia
1939 El Salvador
1941 Panama
1942 Dominican 

Republic
1944 Bulgaria

France
Jamaica (UK)

1945 Croatia
Slovenia
Italy

Indonesia
Senegal (FR)
Togo (FR)

Japan

(continued)
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Table 1.1  (continued)

Year European 
civilization

Socialism Pan-
Americanism

(Post)-coloni-
alism

Other/Unclear

1946 Romania
Yugoslavia

DPR of Korea Guatemala
Venezuela

Viet Nam
Djibouti (FR)
Cameroon (FR)

Liberia
Trinidad and 
Tobago (UK)

1947 China Argentina
Mexico

Pakistan
Singapore (UK)

1948 Israel Niger (FR)
Seychelles (UK)
Suriname (NL)

Republic of 
Korea

1949 Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

Costa Rica Syria

1950 India Haiti
Barbados (UK)
Antigua and 
Barbuda (UK)

1951 Nepal Dominica (UK)
Grenada (UK)
Saint Kitts and 
Nevis (UK)

1952 Ivory Coast 
(1952)

Lebanon

1953 Greece Bhutan Guyana (UK)
1954 Colombia Ghana (UK) Belize (UK)
1955 Honduras

Nicaragua
Peru

Eritrea
Ethiopia
Cambodia

1956 Benin (FR)
Gabon (FR)
Comoros (FR)
Egypt
Mali (FR)
Mauritius (UK)
Somalia (UK/
IT)

1957 Malaysia
1958 Laos Nigeria 

(South—UK)
Burkina Faso 
(FR)
Chad (FR)
Guinea

1959 San Marino Madagascar
Tunisia
Tanzania (UK)

1960 Cyprus Tonga (UK)
Gambia (UK)

(continued)
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Table 1.1  (continued)

Year European 
civilization

Socialism Pan-
Americanism

(Post)-coloni-
alism

Other/Unclear

1961 El Salvador
Paraguay

Malawi (UK)
Burundi
Rwanda
Mauritania
Sierra Leone

Bahamas (UK)

1962 Monaco Algeria
Uganda
Zambia (UK)

1963 Kenya
Fiji (UK)
Kenya
Congo (FR)
Morocco

Afghanistan
Iran

1964 Sudan Libya
1965 Botswana

Lesotho
1967
1968 Swaziland
1970 Andorra Yemen
1971 Switzerland
1972 Bangladesh
1973 Bahrain (rein-

troduced 2002)
1974 Jordan
1975 Angola

Cape Verde 
Mozambique

1977
1978 Moldova
1979
1980 Iraq
1984 Lichtenstein
1986 Central African 

Republic
1989 Namibia
1998 Quatar
2003 Oman
2005 Kuwait
2006 United Arab 

Emirates

Table assembled from data provided in IPU (2000), Arat (2000), Edwards (2000), Al Kitbi (2008)

around four intersecting transnational contexts in international society: Euro-
pean civilization, socialism, Pan-Americanism, and Afro-Asian post-colonial-
ism. After suffrage had successfully won ground in a handful of “civilized” 
states, an overlapping though more concise second cluster of adoption took 
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place in the emerging socialist states of Eastern Europe and Central Asia. 
These states recognized women’s suffrage primarily between 1918 and 1924, 
simultaneously with many states of Western Europe. The so-called New 
World of the Americas passed suffrage laws in a third cluster, mainly between 
the late 1930s and mid-1950s. The fourth cluster consists of the post-colonial 
states of Africa and Asia, where suffrage was extended to women primarily 
when national independence was won, between 1945 and 1975. The clus-
tered timing of adoption corresponds roughly with the timing of four waves 
of transnational suffrage activism.

Four Waves of Suffragism and Debates

Suffragism in the Society of Civilized States

Nineteenth-century Europe was characterized by tremendously intense strug-
gles over the nature of sexual difference and the implications of that differ-
ence for women in terms of participation in political life. Then, the prevailing 
idea was that civilized states should keep women out of politics. However, 
this idea was always contested and had to be justified and bolstered in an 
ongoing manner. The demand for voting rights began already in the 1840s, 
not long after women were expressly barred from state affairs. The first 
domestic suffrage organizations were also formed at this time, more or less 
simultaneously across Europe and some of its former colonies.

The first push to connect some of this domestic activism across borders 
was made at the turn of the twentieth century. The well-known International 
Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) was founded in Berlin in 1904. Although 
there were a number of transnational women’s organizations that worked for 
suffrage, such as the International Council of Women, few were as important 
as the IWSA.

The phenomenon of transnational suffragism and the IWSA emerged in an 
era of new imperialism, with colonial conquests accelerating at a rapid pace. 
European powers competed aggressively for territorial conquests, freshly 
joined by a USA with international aspirations. International Society of the 
early twentieth century was thus deeply divided and, from the vantage point 
of Europe, consisted of two rough classes of people and societies: the civilized 
and the uncivilized. Doctrines of racial and cultural superiority abounded, 
legitimating the superiority of the so-called civilized and their domination of 
the uncivilized.

Colonialism and the relations of inequality it entailed fundamentally 
shaped transnational suffrage activism. This was activism primarily by and for 
the “civilized” parts of the world. The nationality of the IWSA officers, the 
congress locations, and the official languages of the association—English and 
French—were exclusively European until the 1930s. The member affiliations 
(organized as country sections) suggests a slightly larger circle, including 
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Australia, White South Africa, Argentina, and Uruguay as the most European 
of the young Americas, as well as Russia and China, considered to be at the 
outskirts of civilization. Tellingly, once most of Europe and the Anglo states 
had enfranchised women in the early 1920s, the IWSA moved to work on 
other issues (Rupp 1997). This decision was made even though there were by 
then suffrage movements in Asia and Latin America that had still not attained 
their objective. The core of the organization and its activities matched the 
core of the society of civilized states.

The expectation of the day was that civilized states keep women out of 
formal state affairs. Those in favor of the status quo could contend that “the 
propaganda of woman suffrage is part and parcel of the worldwide movement 
for the overthrow of the present order of civilized society” (Illinois Associa-
tion Opposed to the Extension of Suffrage to Women 1900, p. 2). The suf-
fragists naturally had to meet such arguments. In their attempts to show the 
benefits of women as voters for the civilized state, the suffragists forged a spe-
cific subject position—“Civilized Women”—which differentiated them from 
men (civilized and uncivilized) as well as from less or non-civilized women. In 
relation with the non-European, they were now civilized women, free beings, 
able to awaken less civilized women to demand their rights. As such, the suf-
fragists had ample voice in the mainstream media. Writing in a US magazine 
in 1912, the founder and first president of the IWSA, Carrie Chapman Catt, 
accredited the incipient women’s mobilizing in Egypt to British colonial tute-
lage: “Great Britain has created a new Egypt,” she announced. “It has awak-
ened a sleeping race and held before it the dazzling achievements of Western 
progress” (as quoted in Burton 1994, p. 191).

On the other hand, the suffragists also articulated women as the more 
civilized of the sexes within Europe. Military service had served as a potent 
argument of working-class men in their contention for the vote, an argument 
which did little to bring women suffrage as they were barred from the mil-
itary. The suffragists instead pointed to the allegedly destructive and selfish 
capacity of men and the male state, which resulted in the menace of war. The 
portrayal of men as a threat to civilization had been made for some time. 
Particularly around times of war, interpretations of other cultures were used 
metaphorically to give meaning to the savagery and barbarism of male power 
and masculine politics. At the onset of the 1871 Franco-Prussian War, Brit-
ish suffragists roared that “the franchise is needed as a protection for women 
from the uncontrolled dominion of the savage passions of men.” The female 
forces of civilization were needed to overpower the “savage instinct in men” 
and save Europe from the destruction of war (as cited in Rendall 1994,  
pp. 143–144).

In most cases, the extension of women’s suffrage was not simply a mat-
ter of argumentative savvy and ability to mobilize great numbers of suffrage 
supporters. Women’s suffrage may never have materialized in the “old 
culture-states” of Europe had it not been for the crisis generated by the 
world wars. The World War I signified a breakdown of the relations between 
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civilized states of enormous magnitude. A wave of European states enfran-
chised women in the years immediately preceding or following the war: Den-
mark and Iceland in 1915; Canada in 1917; Germany, Austria, Hungary, the 
UK, and Ireland in 1918; Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Swe-
den in 1919; and Czechoslovakia and the USA in 1920. Women’s suffrage 
now became viewed as a standard of civilization, a reversal of the prior expec-
tation that civilized states keep women out of formal politics.

But far from all societies were classified as “civilized” in the early twentieth 
century. Nor did all care to be part of civilized society and adhere to its stand-
ards of behavior. What did the close link between suffrage and civilization 
imply for women in these other societies? What were the implications of tying 
the female vote so intimately to civilization? Subsequent suffrage movements 
all had to grapple with the claim that suffrage was a trait of European civiliza-
tion. As we will see below, they handled the claim in very different ways.

Suffragism and Socialist Transnationalism

In the first years of the twentieth century, the importance of women’s suf-
frage as an explicit goal also won ground among socialist organizations. A 
second and distinctive wave of suffragism developed within socialist transna-
tionalism between then and the early 1920s. This wave was distinctive in two 
regards. First, socialist women organized separately from the suffragists and 
the core of their organization was located more toward the east of Europe. 
Second, these women had a different diagnosis of the problem that suffrage 
was meant to rectify. What others termed Western civilization was to them 
“bourgeois capitalism” and the source of female subordination. The claim 
that women’s suffrage was a standard of civilization, an indicator of civilized 
progress, thus posed a challenge for socialist women.

In the late 1890s, women were organized as a separate collective within 
the socialist transnational infrastructure. Among others, Clara Zetkin of the 
German Social Democratic Party worked relentlessly for a formalized Wom-
en’s International. This work came into fruition at the 1907 Congress of the 
Second Socialist International in Stuttgart, and a permanent International 
Women’s Bureau was created. A key resolution was passed requiring all social-
ist parties to fight for universal male and female suffrage. Commanding all 
socialist parties across Europe and beyond to place universal suffrage on their 
platform was no small accomplishment.

As was the case with the IWSA, the geographical scope of this circle of 
women was to remain limited until the 1920s. During its first decade of exist-
ence, the Women’s International was almost entirely made up of nationals 
of Europe and North America. The working language was one—German—
rather than the two (English and French) of the IWSA. The choice of work-
ing language is telling about the core of the organization. In the Women’s 


