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 Abstract 

The struggle for women's suffrage was one of the most significant democratic movements 

of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This paper offers a comparative analysis of suffrage 

campaigns in Britain, the United States, New Zealand, Australia, India and other colonial societies. 

It traces the emergence of organised demands for the vote from the mid-nineteenth century, 

examines the social, legal and ideological barriers that suffragists confronted, and compares the 

strategies they adopted, from petitions and lobbying to militant protest and civil disobedience. The 

paper argues that although the goal of the vote was shared, the timing and character of victory 

depended on local political conditions: the structure of party competition, the influence of 

temperance and reform alliances, the impact of the First World War, and, in colonial societies, the 

relationship between women's rights and anti-colonial nationalism. It further shows that early 

victories were often partial, excluding women on grounds of race, class, property or age. Finally, 

the paper assesses the long-term impact of suffrage on law, politics and society, and highlights 

continuing obstacles to women's political equality, including under-representation in legislatures 

and violence against women in politics. The analysis draws on scholarship published between 2012 

and 2020. 
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colonialism, political equality 
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1. Introduction 

The right to vote is widely regarded as the foundation of democratic citizenship. Yet for 

most of modern history, women were excluded from the franchise in almost every country. In 1893 

New Zealand became the first self-governing country to grant women the vote in national 

elections, and over the following century women won voting rights across the world, often only 

after decades of organised struggle (Adams, 2014). Some countries, such as Switzerland at the 

federal level, did not grant women the vote until 1971. 

Women's suffrage movements were at once national and international. Activists in different 

countries read each other's publications, met at international congresses and borrowed each other's 

tactics, but they also worked within very different political systems (Adams, 2014; Teele, 2018). 

A campaign in a British settler colony faced different obstacles from one in the imperial metropole, 

and both differed from campaigns in colonised societies such as India, where the question of 

women's rights was intertwined with the demand for self-rule (Mukherjee, 2018). 

Recent scholarship has also challenged older, celebratory narratives. Historians have 

highlighted the role of working-class women, women of colour and colonial subjects, and have 

shown that many suffrage victories excluded large groups of women (Jones, 2020; Cahill, 2020). 

Political scientists have asked why some countries enfranchised women early while others delayed, 

pointing to party competition and electoral calculations (Teele, 2018). 

This paper compares women's suffrage movements across several regions. Its objectives 

are to trace the historical background of the struggle, to compare national movements, to analyse 

their strategies and leadership, and to evaluate their impact and the challenges that remain. The 

paper relies on secondary sources published between 2012 and 2020 and adopts a comparative, 

thematic approach. 

2. Historical Background of Women's Suffrage 

2.1 Emergence of Women's Voting Rights Movements 

The idea that women should share in political rights grew out of the Enlightenment and the 

democratic revolutions of the late eighteenth century. Writers such as Mary Wollstonecraft, whose 

A Vindication of the Rights of Woman appeared in 1792, argued that women were rational beings 

entitled to education and civic dignity. However, the new constitutions of the age generally 

extended rights only to men, often only to men with property (Adams, 2014). 

Organised demands for the vote emerged in the mid-nineteenth century. In the United 

States, the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848, organised by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia 

Mott, adopted a Declaration of Sentiments that included the demand for the elective franchise. 

Tetrault (2014) shows that Seneca Falls became the movement's founding story only later, when 

leaders such as Stanton and Susan B. Anthony shaped its history to strengthen their own position. 
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In Britain, the first mass petition for women's suffrage was presented to Parliament by John Stuart 

Mill in 1866, and Mill's proposed amendment to the Reform Bill of 1867 was defeated (Atkinson, 

2018). 

The movement drew strength from other reform causes. Many early suffragists had been 

active in the anti-slavery movement, temperance campaigns and moral reform societies, where 

they gained organisational experience and came to see how their lack of political power limited 

their influence (DuBois, 2020). 

2.2 Early Suffrage Campaigns and Organisations 

In the decades after 1860, suffragists built permanent organisations. In the United States, a 

split over the Fifteenth Amendment, which enfranchised Black men but not women, led in 1869 

to the formation of two rival bodies: the National Woman Suffrage Association, led by Stanton 

and Anthony, and the American Woman Suffrage Association, led by Lucy Stone. They merged 

in 1890 to form the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) (DuBois, 2020; 

Tetrault, 2014). In the same year, Wyoming, which had allowed women to vote as a territory since 

1869, entered the Union as the first state with women's suffrage. 

In Britain, local suffrage societies formed from the late 1860s and united in 1897 as the 

National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) under Millicent Garrett Fawcett. 

Frustrated by the slow pace of constitutional campaigning, Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters 

founded the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU) in Manchester in 1903 (Purvis, 2018). 

In New Zealand and Australia, the Woman's Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) 

became a key vehicle for suffrage campaigning. Temperance women believed that the vote would 

enable them to protect families from the harms of alcohol, and the WCTU's network of branches 

gave the movement a national reach (Adams, 2014; Wright, 2018). By the early twentieth century, 

the International Woman Suffrage Alliance, founded in 1904, linked national movements across 

Europe, the Americas and beyond. 

2.3 Social and Political Barriers 

Suffragists faced formidable obstacles. The dominant ideology of "separate spheres" held 

that men belonged in public life and women in the home, and that political participation would 

undermine femininity and family stability (Paxton & Hughes, 2017). Opponents argued that 

women were represented through their husbands and fathers, that they lacked the physical capacity 

to defend the state, and that most women did not want the vote. Organised anti-suffrage leagues, 

which included many women, were established in Britain and the United States (Atkinson, 2018). 

Legal structures reinforced these ideas. Under the doctrine of coverture in English common 

law, a married woman's legal identity was absorbed into her husband's, limiting her rights to 
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property, contracts and guardianship (Adams, 2014). Access to higher education and professions 

was restricted, which reduced women's presence in public debate. 

Political interests also played a decisive part. Teele (2018) argues that politicians supported 

women's suffrage only when they expected to benefit electorally, and that parties facing uncertain 

competition were more willing to take the risk of enfranchising a large new group of voters. In 

addition, suffrage intersected with race and class. In the United States, the expansion of the vote 

raised fears among Southern politicians about Black voters, while in Britain the property 

qualification for male voters complicated the question of which women should be enfranchised 

(Jones, 2020; Liddington, 2014). 

3. Women's Suffrage Movements Across the World 

3.1 Britain and the United States 

In Britain, the NUWSS pursued its aims through meetings, petitions, pilgrimages and 

lobbying, and by 1914 it had more than 50,000 members (Atkinson, 2018). The WSPU adopted 

the slogan "Deeds not words" and, from 1905, used disruptive tactics that earned its members the 

name "suffragettes". Militancy escalated from heckling and demonstrations to window smashing, 

arson and bombing between 1912 and 1914 (Riddell, 2018). Imprisoned suffragettes went on 

hunger strike, beginning with Marion Wallace Dunlop in 1909, and the government responded 

with force-feeding and the so-called Cat and Mouse Act of 1913. The death of Emily Wilding 

Davison after she ran onto the course at the Epsom Derby in 1913 became a lasting symbol of the 

struggle (Purvis, 2018). 

The outbreak of the First World War in 1914 led both the NUWSS and the WSPU to 

suspend campaigning and support the war effort. The Representation of the People Act of 1918 

gave the vote to women over 30 who met property qualifications, about 8.4 million women, while 

enfranchising almost all men over 21. Equal voting rights with men were achieved only through 

the Equal Franchise Act of 1928 (Atkinson, 2018). Historians continue to debate whether militancy 

advanced or delayed the cause, and how far the war rather than the campaign was responsible for 

victory (Purvis, 2018; Liddington, 2014). 

In the United States, the federal structure meant that suffrage was won state by state before 

it was secured nationally. By 1914, women could vote in most Western states. A new generation 

of activists, led by Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, adopted more confrontational methods, organising 

the suffrage procession in Washington in 1913 and, through the National Woman's Party, picketing 

the White House from 1917 (Weiss, 2018). Many of these "Silent Sentinels" were arrested and 

force-fed in prison. At the same time, NAWSA under Carrie Chapman Catt pursued a "Winning 

Plan" combining state campaigns with pressure on Congress. The Nineteenth Amendment passed 
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Congress in 1919 and was ratified in August 1920, after Tennessee became the 36th state to 

approve it (Weiss, 2018; Ware, 2019). 

The victory was incomplete. Black women in the South were largely prevented from voting 

through poll taxes, literacy tests and violence until the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and many Native 

American, Asian American and Latina women faced legal and practical barriers for decades 

(Jones, 2020; Cahill, 2020). 

3.2 New Zealand and Australia 

New Zealand and Australia were pioneers of women's suffrage. In New Zealand, Kate 

Sheppard and the WCTU organised a series of petitions between 1891 and 1893; the final petition 

carried around 32,000 signatures, a remarkable number for a small colony (Adams, 2014). The 

Electoral Act of September 1893 made New Zealand the first self-governing country in which 

women could vote in national elections. Māori women also gained the vote. Women could not 

stand for Parliament until 1919. 

In Australia, South Australia granted women both the right to vote and the right to stand 

for parliament in 1894, the first such combination in the world, and Western Australia followed in 

1899. After federation, the Commonwealth Franchise Act of 1902 gave most women the vote and 

the right to stand in federal elections (Wright, 2018). However, the Act excluded most Aboriginal 

people and Asian and Pacific Islander residents, and Indigenous Australians did not gain full 

federal voting rights until 1962. 

Wright (2018) emphasises that Australian women saw themselves as leaders of a global 

movement. Activists such as Vida Goldstein and Muriel Matters travelled to Britain and the United 

States to support campaigns there, presenting Australia as proof that women's suffrage did not 

threaten social order. Scholars attribute the early success in these settler societies to relatively fluid 

political systems, the influence of temperance and labour movements, and colonial politicians' 

desire to present their societies as progressive (Adams, 2014; Teele, 2018). 

3.3 India and Other Colonial Societies 

In colonial societies, the demand for women's suffrage developed alongside nationalist 

movements. In India, the Women's Indian Association (WIA), founded in Madras in 1917 by 

Annie Besant, Margaret Cousins, Dorothy Jinarajadasa and Indian women activists, led the 

campaign. In December 1917 a delegation led by Sarojini Naidu met the Secretary of State, Edwin 

Montagu, to demand the vote on the same terms as men (Mukherjee, 2018). 

The Government of India Act of 1919 left the question to provincial legislatures. Madras 

was the first province to enfranchise women in 1921, and other provinces followed during the 

1920s, although property qualifications meant that only a very small proportion of women could 
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vote. In 1927 Muthulakshmi Reddy became the first woman member of the Madras Legislative 

Council. The All-India Women's Conference (AIWC), founded in 1927, later pressed for adult 

suffrage (Mukherjee, 2018). The Government of India Act of 1935 expanded the female electorate 

to around six million women through qualifications based on property, education and the status of 

a voter's husband. Universal adult suffrage for all Indian women and men was finally established 

in the Constitution of 1950. 

Indian women also participated in the British movement. Princess Sophia Duleep Singh, 

daughter of the last Maharaja of Punjab, joined the WSPU and the Women's Tax Resistance 

League, and Indian women marched in the Women's Coronation Procession in London in 1911 

(Anand, 2015). Mukherjee (2018) argues that Indian suffragists operated within transnational 

networks linking Britain, India and other parts of the empire, but they increasingly insisted that 

their demands be framed within Indian nationalism rather than British feminism. 

In other colonial and non-Western societies, the vote often arrived with or after 

independence. Ceylon (Sri Lanka) introduced universal adult suffrage, including women, in 1931 

under the Donoughmore Constitution. Across much of Africa and Asia, women gained the vote at 

independence in the 1940s to 1960s as part of universal franchise (Paxton & Hughes, 2017). In 

Canada, women won the federal vote in 1918, but Quebec did not enfranchise women provincially 

until 1940, and First Nations people were not granted the federal vote without conditions until 

1960 (Sangster, 2018). In Europe, Finland granted full rights in 1906, whereas France (1944) and 

Italy (1945) acted only after the Second World War (Rubio-Marín, 2014). 

4. Strategies and Leadership in the Suffrage Struggle 

4.1 Petitions, Protests and Civil Disobedience 

The most common suffrage tactic was the petition. Mass petitions demonstrated public 

support, created lists of supporters and provided a peaceful way for women without votes to 

address legislators. The New Zealand petitions of the 1890s and the British petition of 1866 are 

well-known examples (Adams, 2014). 

From the early twentieth century, suffragists increasingly used public spectacle. Large 

processions, such as the 1908 Women's Sunday in Hyde Park and the 1913 procession in 

Washington, used banners, colours and costumes to attract press attention. The WSPU adopted the 

colours purple, white and green, and suffrage art, postcards and newspapers helped to build a 

distinctive visual culture (Atkinson, 2018). 

Civil disobedience took several forms. The Women's Freedom League and the Women's 

Tax Resistance League in Britain refused to pay taxes under the slogan "No taxation without 

representation". In 1911, many women boycotted the national census, arguing that if they did not 

count as citizens, they would not be counted (Liddington, 2014). Militant suffragettes went further, 
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damaging property and undertaking hunger strikes, which transformed imprisonment into a 

powerful form of protest (Riddell, 2018). American militants adapted these methods through 

picketing and prison hunger strikes (Weiss, 2018). In India, women's involvement in Gandhi's non-

violent campaigns, especially the Salt Satyagraha of 1930, gave them public political experience 

that strengthened their claims to citizenship (Mukherjee, 2018). 

4.2 Role of Women Leaders and Organisations 

Leadership was crucial to the movements' success. In Britain, Millicent Fawcett 

represented the patient constitutional approach, while Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst 

embodied militancy; Purvis (2018) shows that Christabel was a skilled strategist who directed the 

WSPU's campaign, even from exile in Paris. Working-class suffragists in northern England and 

Scotland, often associated with the labour movement, broadened the movement's social base 

(Liddington, 2014). 

In the United States, leadership passed from the founding generation of Stanton and 

Anthony to organisers such as Carrie Chapman Catt and Alice Paul. African American women, 

including Ida B. Wells, Mary Church Terrell and Mary McLeod Bethune, organised through Black 

women's clubs and churches, and fought both for the vote and against racial exclusion within the 

suffrage movement itself (Jones, 2020). Cahill (2020) highlights the contributions of Chinese 

American, Native American and Latina activists such as Mabel Ping-Hua Lee, Zitkala-Ša and 

Adelina Otero-Warren, whose stories were long overlooked. 

Elsewhere, Kate Sheppard in New Zealand, Vida Goldstein in Australia, and Sarojini 

Naidu, Margaret Cousins and Muthulakshmi Reddy in India led national campaigns (Adams, 2014; 

Wright, 2018; Mukherjee, 2018). International organisations, especially the International Woman 

Suffrage Alliance, enabled leaders to share experiences and apply pressure across borders. 

4.3 Political Negotiations and Legal Reform 

Ultimately, the vote had to be granted by legislatures, so suffragists needed political allies. 

They lobbied members of parliament, worked with sympathetic parties and sometimes campaigned 

against governments that opposed them. In Britain, the NUWSS formed an alliance with the 

Labour Party in 1912 through its Election Fighting Fund, supporting Labour candidates against 

Liberals (Atkinson, 2018). 

Teele (2018) demonstrates that the timing of reform often depended on party strategy. 

Politicians were most willing to grant the vote when strong suffrage organisations could show that 

women voters might reward them, and when competition between parties made new voters 

valuable. The First World War created an opportunity for negotiation, as governments wanted to 

recognise women's contributions and reform the franchise for returning soldiers (Adams, 2014). 
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Legal reform was frequently gradual. Many countries first granted women the vote in local 

or municipal elections, or limited the franchise by age, property or education, before extending it 

fully (Rubio-Marín, 2014). In India, suffrage was expanded step by step through colonial 

constitutional reforms before universal adult franchise was adopted at independence (Mukherjee, 

2018). In the United States, women won the vote first in states and territories before the Nineteenth 

Amendment secured it nationally (Ware, 2019). 

5. Comparative Impact of Suffrage Movements 

5.1 Political and Legal Transformation 

The most direct impact of the suffrage movements was a transformation in the legal 

definition of citizenship. Rubio-Marín (2014) argues that the enfranchisement of women marked 

a shift from a family-based model of representation, in which men represented households, to an 

individual model in which women were recognised as independent citizens. Voting rights were 

often followed by the right to stand for office and, over time, by reforms in marriage, property and 

nationality laws. 

Women gradually entered legislatures. In Britain, Constance Markievicz was the first 

woman elected to the House of Commons in 1918, though as a Sinn Féin member she did not take 

her seat, and Nancy Astor became the first woman to sit in 1919 (Atkinson, 2018). Jeannette 

Rankin of Montana became the first woman elected to the US Congress in 1916, even before the 

Nineteenth Amendment. In India, the Constituent Assembly included 15 women members, who 

helped to shape the constitutional commitment to equality (Mukherjee, 2018). 

However, the immediate political effects were often less dramatic than supporters had 

hoped or opponents had feared. Women did not form a single voting bloc, and in many countries 

their early turnout was lower than men's (Teele, 2018). The significance of suffrage lay more in 

the long-term normalisation of women's political participation. 

5.2 Social Changes and Women's Participation 

The suffrage movements changed social expectations about women's role in public life. 

Participation in campaigns gave many women experience of public speaking, organisation, 

journalism and fundraising, and created networks that later supported campaigns for equal pay, 

education, health and legal reform (DuBois, 2020; Ware, 2019). 

The movements also produced new images of women as active citizens. Suffrage 

newspapers, art and processions challenged the idea that women belonged only in the home. In 

India and other colonised societies, women's participation in the nationalist struggle, combined 

with the demand for the vote, helped to establish women's public roles in the post-colonial state 

(Mukherjee, 2018; Anand, 2015). 
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At the same time, the gains were uneven. Middle-class and white women often benefited 

first, while working-class women, women of colour and Indigenous women continued to face 

barriers. Jones (2020) shows that for Black American women, the struggle for the vote continued 

through the civil rights movement. The impact of suffrage therefore depended on how it intersected 

with other hierarchies of race, class and colonial rule. 

5.3 Continuing Challenges to Political Equality 

Although women now have the right to vote in almost every country, formal equality has 

not produced equal political representation. According to the Inter-Parliamentary Union (2020), 

women held about 25% of seats in national parliaments worldwide in 2020, up from about 11% in 

1995. Representation varies widely, from countries such as Rwanda, where women hold a majority 

of lower-house seats, to legislatures with very few women. 

Paxton and Hughes (2017) identify several obstacles: cultural beliefs about gender roles, 

the burden of domestic and care work, party gatekeeping in candidate selection, electoral systems 

that disadvantage newcomers, and unequal access to campaign finance. Many countries have 

adopted gender quotas to address these problems, with varying success. 

A further challenge is violence against women in politics. Krook (2020) documents 

physical, psychological, sexual, economic and online abuse aimed at women candidates, 

politicians and voters, and argues that such violence seeks to exclude women as women from 

political life. In some places women's voting rights were achieved very late; women in Saudi 

Arabia voted for the first time in municipal elections in 2015. The struggle begun by the suffragists 

thus continues in new forms. 

6. Conclusion 

Women's suffrage movements transformed modern democracy by establishing that women 

are full political citizens. Although the goal was shared, the paths to the vote differed greatly. 

Settler societies such as New Zealand and Australia enfranchised women early, aided by 

temperance networks and relatively flexible political systems (Wright, 2018). Britain and the 

United States experienced prolonged struggles in which constitutional and militant methods 

coexisted, and in which the First World War and party politics shaped the final outcome (Atkinson, 

2018; Weiss, 2018). In India and other colonial societies, suffrage was linked to nationalism and 

was fully achieved only with independence (Mukherjee, 2018). 

The comparative analysis shows that success depended on a combination of organised 

pressure, effective leadership, transnational exchange and favourable political calculations (Teele, 

2018; Adams, 2014). It also reveals the limits of early victories, which frequently excluded women 

on grounds of race, class, property or colonial status (Jones, 2020; Cahill, 2020). 
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The winning of the vote was a major step but not the end of the struggle. Women remain 

under-represented in political institutions and face distinctive forms of hostility and violence 

(Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2020; Krook, 2020). The legacy of the suffrage movements lies not 

only in the rights they secured but also in their demonstration that collective action can change the 

boundaries of citizenship. 
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