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severely wounded by a Taliban gunman for both going to 
school and speaking out for other girls to have educational 
opportunities (Mehsud 2012). The Taliban, a regional 
organization that extends beyond the local boundaries, is 
opposed to girls going to school due to the organization’s 

beliefs about proper gender roles. Malala gained worldwide 
fame and, since her recovery, has spoken out about the 
right for education for all children. In recognition of her 
work and worldwide impact, the Nobel Peace Prize com-
mittee honored her in 2014. Malala is the youngest person 
ever to win the prestigious award.

When we turn to the national and global level, we wit-
ness inequality between the sexes quite separate from any 
form of personal prejudice or animosity toward women. 
Patterns of social action embedded in the entire social sys-
tem may influence women and men, providing unrecog-
nized institutionalized privilege or disprivilege.

Over the past decade, the number of women in governing 
roles has increased in many parts of the globe. Also, voting is 
a universal right for most women. In 2015, women finally 
gained the right to vote in Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates (Townsend 2015). In the United States, women 
have voted in federal elections for more than 90 years, follow-
ing the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 pro-
hibiting voter discrimination on the basis of sex. Yet in the 
entire history of the United States Senate, only 2% (46) have 
been women, and just 297 have been elected to the House of 
Representatives (“Every Woman Who Has Served” 2015). 
The first woman was elected to Congress in 1917. As of 2016, 
20 of 100 senators and 108 of 435 representatives in the 
House were women, an all-time high (Desilver 2015). So 
today, women compose a mere 20% of all national represen-
tatives in the U.S. Congress (Desilver 2015).

The nation with the highest percentage of women 
(63.8%) in the national parliament or congress is Rwanda 
(sub-Saharan Africa)—one of only two countries (Bolivia 
being the other) to reach or surpass 50%. Canada is 64th 
among nations, and the United States, between Kenya and 
Kyrgyzstan, ranks 97th—well below Global North coun-
tries like Sweden (#5), Norway (#14), Spain (#18), and 
Germany (#26) and trailing Global South countries like 
Afghanistan (#52), Iraq (#61), and even Saudi Arabia (#93) 
(Inter-Parliamentary Union 2016). Nations like Rwanda, 
with political systems that stress proportional representa-
tion and gender quotas for government positions, have 
more women in political offices (Yoon 2011a, 2011b). 
Without such systems and quotas, democratization of gov-
ernmental systems is sometimes linked to a decrease in 
representation by women, a sad reality for those commit-
ted to establishing democracy around the world (Yoon 
2005). Globally, women’s access to power and prestige is 
highly variable, with some African and northern European 
countries having a position of leadership when it comes to 
gender equity in government (see Table 9.1). As you  
study Table 9.1, note that researchers find the needs and 
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In 2016, 22 women served as the head of their nations, including 
Angela Merkel (top), the chancellor of Germany, and Ellen Johnson 
Sirleaf (bottom), the president of Liberia and the first elected female 
head of state in Africa.
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