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Abstract: There are four contexts in which women won voting rights: as part of a universal
reform for all citizens (15 percent of countries), imposed by a conqueror or colonial
metropole (28 percent), gradually, after some men had been enfranchised (44 percent) or a
hybrid category often in the wake of re-democratization (14 percent). This essay outlines the
global patterns of these reforms and argues that in a plurality of cases, where women’s
suffrage was gradual, enfranchisement depended on an electoral logic. Politicians subject to
competition who believed women would, on average, support their party, supported reform.
The suffrage movement provided information, and a potential mobilization apparatus, for
politicians to draw on after the vote was extended. Together, both activism and electoral
incentives were imperative for reform, providing important lessons for feminist mobilization
today.

Voting, either by voice or by secret ballot, has been around for a long time. But the idea that
all citizens living under democratic governments should have the right to vote, regardless of
sex, was once radical for both its class politics and its gender politics. Although many
autonomous European communities used voting to determine local policy, voting as a way
to organize political contests in large nation states really began to take hold in the late
eighteenth century. With the exception of France – which decreed that all men could vote
during its (hastily reversed) first Revolution in 1789 – most of the first nations to adopt
electoral governance extended the vote only to a select group of men. Typically, these men
were from the landed elite, and often had to be “householders”, meaning that they were the
person legally responsible for others that resided in their household. Under these rules, sons
who lived at home may not have been allowed an independent vote, and in some places,
such as Britain and Sweden, possession of more than one domicile (for example, a country
house) would allow male householders an additional vote in each place where their property
was located. Since plural voting arrangements gave men with more property more official say,
social class and sex determined early voting rights in a concrete way.
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Over the course of the nineteenth century many countries in Western Europe and
the Americas experienced economic growth due to imperialism (which thrived on resource
extraction and slave labor), and industrialization (which thrived on primary goods from the
new worlds and poorly paid labor of men, women, and children). In places where voting
rights were tied to specific levels of wealth, or to educational or literacy requirements, men
could gradually acquire voting rights as their incomes rose above the threshold or as they
became educated.i Although there are a few exceptions, women, even if they met income or
educational requirements, were typically unable to select their representatives or represent
others in government.ii By the mid nineteenth century, the few places where women had
previously cast ballots (like in New Jersey or present day Quebec) rewrote their rules to
make explicit that only men were included. The illiberality of the so-called liberal regimes of
the nineteenth century has thus been an important topic of study among gender scholars.iii, iv
Popular movements for male and female franchise rights began to percolate after the
1840s, and in 1848 Switzerland became the first country to grant a lasting manhood
franchise (though, ironically, it was the last of the wealthy countries to allow women to
vote). v In country by country the connection between property and “interest”, that is,
between land ownership and a philosophically decreed legitimate stake in governance, was
shucked off in favor of a system of one man, one vote. Of course, most countries did not go
so far as to say that all men could vote. Indeed, dependents – like children and wards of the
state, convicts or the mentally ill -- could easily have their voting rights taken away.vi By this
logic, too, women, who were legal property of first their fathers and then their husbands
were necessarily excluded. In most countries, if a woman needed to contract or earn wages,
the signature of a man was crucial. If a woman committed a crime, the men of her family
may have been responsible. Although women were considered citizens (as jurisprudence and
court cases in many countries established), their duties were often different, and their rights
were circumscribed. vii But, during the course of the nineteenth century, the gradual
acceptance of women’s legal personhood, and the collapse of the householder as the basis
for male political participation, cleared the legal hurdles that had prevented women’s
enfranchisement. The rest, as they say, is political history.
The remainder of this essay paints, with broad strokes, the global picture of women
and the vote. I describe four different institutional settings in which women were
enfranchised and outline the global and regional patterns of enfranchisement. After briefly
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summarizing the big debates about causes of women’s suffrage I argue that for the largest set
of countries electoral politics and women’s activism were crucial determinants of the timing
of women’s enfranchisement. In the discussion section I make the case that feminists today
have a lot to learn from the failures and successes of the women’s suffrage activists. Far
from being a mere bourgeois women’s movement that serves to embarrass rather than
inspire, in bears being stressed that in most countries suffrage activism encompassed women
from across the class and racial and ethnic spectra. The way that movement leaders at times
successfully corralled these different sets of actors with wide ranging interests, and
sometimes gave into baser impulses in their single-minded quest for the vote, are
informative for the intersectional politics of the twenty first century.

Vocabulary of the Vote
There are many levels of government in which elections can be used to pick leaders: from
local school board elections, to municipal or state level elections, to national parliamentary
or congressional elections, to super-national elections for the European Union. Although in
most countries a single national body determines who has the right to vote at these different
electoral levels, some federal countries – like the US, Canada, Mexico, Germany, and
Switzerland – allow sub-national governments to delineate voting rules. Often, governments
tested the waters of women’s electoral participation by allowing women to partake in local
elections prior to extending national voting rights. These lower levels of enfranchisement
may have been “concessions” to stave off more encompassing demands for gender equality,
or they may have served a trial function, allowing politicians to observe and learn more
about women’s political engagement and decision-making.
In addition to the multiple sites where voting occurs, voting rights can also take on
multiple forms. “Limited male suffrage” rules allowed only some men to vote, while
“manhood suffrage” allowed all men to participate. Many countries – even those that had
granted manhood franchise – first experimented with female voters under limited rules, for
example by allowing wealthy women to vote prior to opening the polls to all women (e.g.
Norway and the UK). If the rules were applied in the same way for men and women, then
we say that women had “equal suffrage”. If all adult men and women could vote, we call this
“universal suffrage”. As several scholars have noted, countries in Latin America that used
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educational or literacy requirements to determine voting rights, or the United States, Canada,
South Africa, which maintained racial exclusions until the 1960s or later, allowed women to
partake in equal suffrage throughout most of the twentieth century, but did not achieve
universal suffrage until relatively recently.
The Global Evolution of the Women’s Vote
In 1890 virtually no women had access to the electoral franchise at the national level.
Beginning in the 1910s, equal suffrage rights – that is, women’s right to vote on the same
terms as men – proceeded at a quick clip. The first movers included the Isle of Man, which
allowed women to vote for its independent legislature, the Tynwald, beginning in 1881;
several states on America’s western frontier (which had authority to grant suffrage at all
levels of election); and the semi-sovereign governments in New Zealand and Australia.viii By
1930 more than 30 countries had extended the equal franchise, and by 1950, every new
constitution that provided for male franchise rights included women on the same terms.ix
There were distinctive regional patterns of enfranchisement around the world. Figure
1 presents the number of countries in each region that extended equal suffrage to women by
decade. The charts are organized by the earliest average regional date of enfranchisement to
the latest. Since some regions (like North America) have way fewer countries than other
regions (like Europe and Central Asia), the lines will be lower for the whole region, but the
figure highlights key moments of change.
The North American and European countries were the first to rapidly expand
franchise rights to women, with high growth rates beginning in 1910 and again around the
end of WWII (when France, Spain, and Italy enfranchised women). The early European
surge includes Finland, the first to extend universal voting rights in 1911, and a large number
of its neighboring countries that agglomerated into the Soviet Union at the end of the Frist
World War. Suffrage adoption took off in East Asia and the Pacific, as well as the Latin
American countries, in the 1940s. Nearly every Latin American country had granted women
voting rights by the 1960s, but several countries in East Asia and the Pacific held out until
later in the century.x Sub-Saharan Africa saw a large expansion in women’s rights around the
1950s, which peaked with the massive decolonization efforts and shift toward independence
in the 1960s.
[figure 1 about here]
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Figure 1: Regional patterns of women’s enfranchisement. The y-axis plots the number
of countries that extended equal suffrage – women’s suffrage on the same (sometimes
exclusive) terms as men -- in each decade. Overall, 177 countries are included.

In addition to regional diversity in the timing of enfranchisement there were also
several different pathways that countries took to women’s suffrage: universal, imposed,
gradualist, and hybrid.xi In the universalist path, countries granted universal franchise to men
and women at the same time, the first time suffrage was extended. The imposed route
occurred when a colonial metropole decreed women’s suffrage in its territories, or when
suffrage was insisted upon by an occupying power, for example at the end of a war. The
gradualist route implies an alternation between men’s and women’s inclusion. There are
several variants of this, but typically countries went from limited male, to manhood, to
universal suffrage.xii Finally, there are hybrid cases where countries may have allowed some
men to vote early on, and then a new constitution that was implemented after regime change
(or after periods of dictatorship) allowed for universal suffrage. In the world as a whole,
universal franchise was implemented in 15 percent of countries, while the hybrid category
applies to 14 percent of countries. Imposed suffrage was second most common (28 percent),

5

while gradual enfranchisement was the most common pathway (about 44 percent of today’s
countries).
Figure 2 reveals striking differences in the pathway to enfranchisement by region.
For example, the most common route to enfranchisement in East Asia and the Pacific
countries, and nations in Sub-Saharan Africa, which were heavily colonized, was by
imposition. After independence, many of the later democratizers in East Asia and the Pacific,
as well as in South Asia, went for universal extension in one fell swoop. We see too that the
gradualist path dominated North America, Latin America, the Middle East and North Africa,
and Europe and Central Asia, a pattern that is related to early moves in some of these
countries toward limited male franchise rights. The varying regional patterns of
enfranchisement hint at the notion that women’s enfranchisement was related to the
conditions of imperialism and the overall trajectory of democratization within countries,
although we know a lot less about imposed suffrage than we should.
[figure 2 about here]
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Figure 2: Paths to Women's Equal Suffrage by Region. For each region, the horizontal
axis shows the fraction of all the world’s countries that are in each region. The y-axis shows
the fraction of countries in each region that followed each path toward enfranchisement.
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Figure 3 provides a final way of visualizing the path toward suffrage over time,
demonstrating the historical prominence of the gradualist path – most countries that
adopted suffrage for women had already extended some form of voting rights to men – and
of the imposed path – suggesting that once the first democracies adopted suffrage they were
not shy to impose these values on the world at large, particularly in their imperial outposts.
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Figure 3: The Evolution of Equal Suffrage Around the World. The y-axis lists the
cumulative number of countries that had extended equal suffrage to women (sometimes with
exclusions) in each decade in each pathway. Gradual cases gave some men voting rights
before women; Imposed cases were often colonies or countries defeated in war; Universal
cases extended the vote at the same time to men and women; while hybrid cases are
combinations of the other kinds.

Explanations of Women’s Enfranchisement
Over the years there have been many social-scientific arguments forwarded to
explain variations in the timing of women’s suffrage, including that women won voting
rights because of their participation in war, that enfranchisement happened naturally as a
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result of industrialization, that it was an apolitical gift when the stakes were low, or that it
stemmed from men’s political needs.xiii Typically, these theories evolved from thinking about
cross-national differences in the timing of suffrage, rather than from thinking about specific
cases of women’s enfranchisement.
Historians and most feminist political scientists and sociologists who have studied
suffrage extensions in specific cases give more credence to the importance of women’s
mobilization for the vote, both within domestic movements and within international
feminist organizations.xiv What I suggest in my recent book is that while there may not be a
unified cause of women’s enfranchisement, specific logics may have emerged within
particular pathways. My work focused on explaining gradualist cases – that is, women’s
enfranchisement in a context where some men had already attained the right to vote. In this
set of countries, I argue that heightened electoral competition could provide an incentive for
politicians to reform electoral law. When the strategy of the women’s movement provided
information consistent with certain parties’ electoral needs – in other words, when some
parties believed they would benefit electorally from the votes of mobilized women –
electoral competition, in combination with a strong movement, produced reform.xv
The electoral argument helps to make sense of a series of puzzles that crop up in
country-specific accounts of enfranchisement related to the timing of reform and the
political alliances that brought reform to bear. For example, why did some countries resist
reform in one year but then accept it the very following legislative session? Well, this could
happen if an election was on the horizon and one of the vulnerable but powerful parties
hoped to win with women’s votes (such was the case with the Liberal Party in Quebec in
1939).xvi
In addition to making sense of quick reversals regarding suffrage legislation, the
electoral politics argument also helps to combat the idea that conservative ideology was what
prevented women from winning the vote. Indeed, if we look at which party was in power
when suffrage was granted in 29 countries from Europe, Latin America, and Central Asia,
we find that the ideology of the head of state was nearly evenly split between left, center, and
right.xvii That is to say, conservatives were just as likely to preside over suffrage reform as
centrist liberals or as far leftists. (In Latin America, however, where the suffrage extensions
occurred slightly later than in Europe, a leftist was the head of state in 7 of the 12 countries
for which I have information.) Why would conservatives support women’s votes? Several
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electoral reasons emerge including that they might try to put their stamp on a reform they
knew was coming down the line so as not to lose out in the next election (the strategy of the
conservatives in federal Canada in 1917/8). But perhaps more importantly, in many
countries conservatives thought they could win the lion’s share of women’s votes (as in Chile
where the Catholic church was believed to have, in the disfranchised female population, a
‘feminine reserve’).xviiixix
Finally, electoral competition also helps to explain why many of the initial extensions
of voting rights to women were limited, that is, on different terms as men, often requiring
women to be wealthy, or older, than men to vote. Such was the case in the first Norwegian
suffrage extension in 1907 to only propertied women, and the 1918 reform in the UK which
limited the vote to wealthier, older women.xx When conservative parties could be forced to
agree to reform, they would only do so under conditions that they thought would not put
them at an extreme disadvantage. This often included demanding that only women who
were potential supporters of their party (and hence would act as a force for stability) be
included.

Did the movements matter?
The time old question for scholars of suffrage is: did the women matter and to what extent?
It can be difficult to argue that women were responsible for their own political emancipation
because women did not take up arms against the state in order to win the vote, but instead
had to earn it in the context of electoral and legislative politics. This can make it seem like
women were merely there to march in flowing gowns for a public that had already changed
its mind about women’s rights. But to the extent that we can say any social movement
mattered for securing whatever particular right, it is definitely safe to say that the suffrage
movement was important.
Scholars disagree about the way in which the movement mattered, offering
explanations like the use of public demonstrations (in the UK and Switzerland), the
collection of large-scale petitions (New Zealand, the US, and Sweden), the pressure of the
international feminist movement (in Latin America) the deployment of insider tactics like
corralling legislators and log-rolling, changing public opinion, or doing favors for politicians
or campaigns. Many scholars have noted that the places with the largest movements were in
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the first wave of enfranchising countries, and that the utilization of public tactics like holding
rallies and marches was correlated with early enfranchisement.xxi The late enfranchisement in
places like France and Switzerland and in many Latin American countries are thus partly
attributable to the more circumspect actions of wishful suffragists.
Yet the fact that male legislators in elected chambers presided over reforms has made
it difficult to claim that any movement was decisive. This is especially because good crossnational data on the size of the suffrage movement over time does not exist, and because it
is clear that a few countries extended the vote to women in the absence of a massive local
push by women for these rights (for example, in Turkey). Hence the exact role of the
women’s movement for suffrage is part of a scholarly dispute. A key intuition from political
economy, though, is that powerful groups do not concede power to others without some
impetus, and women’s mobilization was the crucial impetus that put suffrage on the political
agenda locally, nationally, and internationally.
This is not to say that women who wanted the vote came together harmoniously to
forward their agenda. In fact, the internal and external tensions between suffragists and
would-be suffragists across class and racial groups has been the subject of many excellent
monographs in history and political science. Although in the United States the racial conflict
was a particularly pernicious cleavage that impacted the nature of the suffrage movement, it
is important to understand that each country had its own cleavage. In places like France the
cleavage was related to church-state relations and Republicanism; while in parts of Latin
America it was about the Church’s role in fledgling democracies and conflicts over regime
type;xxii in Switzerland the linguistic and cantonal cleavage reigned supreme; in many of the
African countries the cleavage was racial and ethnic, between colonizers and colonized.
When women from the more privileged classes were very distant from the majority of
women, the difficulties of forming a cross-cleavage alliance among disparate groups of
women loomed large.
My contention is that the size of the movement in any given country was related to
the interests of would-be movement leaders. Many of the countries that extended the vote
later in the twentieth century had high degrees of inequality thought the 1900s. In these
places, the types of women who may have had the education, initiative, and resources to
commit to a long-term social campaign were often more concerned with maintaining their
class privilege, or with preserving their preferred form of government, than with casting a
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ballot.xxiii In some countries, commitment to other political goals, like socialism and antiimperialism, crowded out suffrage mobilization among otherwise feminist activists. Thus the
size of the movement can itself be viewed as a response to local level political and economic
conditions and the desires of would-be suffragists. Viewed in this way, it becomes possible
to understand some of the tensions that have been well documented between women’s
organizations, such as why massive anti-suffrage organizations emerged in many countries
(with women in charge of the political campaign against women’s involvement in politics). It
also helps to understand why, in contexts where male suffrage had already reached manhood
status, women’s suffrage groups were often less well organized than when there was a
limited male suffrage: suffrage extensions would have much more profound consequences
when they had to apply to all women, and often representatives from the upper class were
unwilling to take that bargain.
Finally it is important to acknowledge that although much of the pressure for the
first women’s suffrage extensions was internally derived (albeit with early and fruitful
friendships and correspondences of women hailing from different nation states), in many
cases the international suffrage movement proved important both for inspiring and
motivating local political suffragists, and for exerting a fair amount of moral suasion on male
politicians. Although national level politics were still instrumental for determining the exact
coalitions that supported women’s votes and the timing of the enfranchisement, the
international democratic consensus exerted considerable normative pull in the post WWII
era in the direction of minimally equal political rights for women.xxiv
Conclusion
What can we learn from the suffrage movement that can inform the feminist politics of this
new century? The first key lesson is that that women did not win the vote primarily by
waiting for men to wake up and realize the justice of the claim, but instead had to fight –
both meticulously behind the scenes as well as loudly in public – to be taken seriously.
Although notable men did aid suffrage in many contexts, the main protagonists in this
movement, and all of its true leaders, were women.xxv For those women, the activities that
they engaged in were pushing the boundaries of the time, even if the mainstream suffragists
were less avant-garde than some of the far left feminists.
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Second, the class and racial politics that cleaved through the movements, many of
which may seem like an embarrassing stain on a momentous achievement, actually provide
analytic leverage for understanding the size and scope of social movements today. The fact
that many of the leaders of the suffrage movement were upper-middle class does not imply
that the movement was won by and for the bourgeois. To the contrary, the integration of
women from all walks of life, and particularly the activism of immigrants and the working
classes, were crucial in most countries, and particularly in those with the two longest and
most sustained movements, the US and the UK. xxvi But what the suffragists had that
feminists today have not found is a single issue to guide their fundraising and their focus.
Although suffragists wanted policy changes in a host of arenas, coalescing on a single issue
may have provided the momentum for their sustained social movement. It also allowed
many of the largest umbrella organizations to claim non-partisanship and therefore court
women from many camps today. The feminist impulse today does not seem to have such a
unifying impulse, and perhaps too few efforts are made to coordinate with women from very
different ideological traditions.
Yet even if feminists can find an issue to agree upon, this does not mean that dissent
from the radical fringe should be suppressed. Historians (and the popular arts) have and will
continue to have a lot to say about the seeming “cat fights” between suffragists and suffrage
organizations because leaders of the more mainstream movement often decried the tactics of
the radical fringes – e.g. between the steady Millicent Fawcett and the pugnacious Emmeline
Pankhurst in the UK, or between the formidable Carrie Catt and the brazen Alice Paul in the
US. But the radicals may have served an important function for the success of the
mainstream movement. The existence of a militant wing allowed the moderates access to the
press and to politicians under the mantle of respectability. This increased the status and sway
of the suffrage centrists. In this sense, if the radical fringe allowed the demands of the
centrists to be viewed more favorably by men in power, both wings were integral to the
victory.
Third, although women did not form a solid voting bloc in most countries, it bears being
stressed that along the road to suffrage many major changes in women’s rights were
achieved. xxvii Many of the same women that fought for suffrage argued for the right to own
property, the right to transact commercially, to have intellectual rights to their own
inventions, to safe working conditions, to maintain their citizenship even if they married
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foreigners, and to birth control. These legislative achievements should be viewed as part of
the legacy of the suffrage movement. What these lessons imply for politics today is that
women’s rights are not just normal goods that emerge automatically over time, but rather are
fragile resources that have to be demanded, tended, and defended. As the saying goes, wellbehaved women have rarely made history.
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