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In the ancient Roman era, women were not considered citizens. By the 1860s, middle-class women 
in Great Britain were organizing for voting rights. John Stuart Mill, who had recently been elected 
to the British Parliament, presented a women’s petition for suffrage in 1866, initiating the first par-
liamentary debate on the subject. In 1869, Mill published On the Subjection of Women, in which he 
argued the feminist case in terms of liberal individualism. Particularly in Australia, New Zealand, and 
the United States, the women’s suffrage movement gained strength from the temperance movement. 
New Zealand became the first country in the world to grant women the vote in 1893. The state of 
South Australia followed the next year and Australia as a whole in 1902. Only in the 20th century did 
women gain the right to vote and to be elected to political office in almost all countries that have repre-
sentative governments (see Figure 9.2). Until 1918, the Texas Constitution excluded “idiots, imbeciles, 
aliens, the insane, and women” from voting. Today, women cannot vote in Kuwait; only men older 
than age 21 who have held Kuwaiti nationality for at least 20 years can vote.

Worldwide, women’s representation in national parliaments is about 20.3% (see Figure 9.3). 
In 15 countries, women constitute 5% or less of the parliament and in an additional 25 countries 
between 5% and 10%. Women constitute 25% of parliaments in the very high development countries 
but only 18.6% in all other countries. By region, women’s representation ranges from 13% in the 
Arab states to 41% in the Nordic countries. In 2013, 98 women served in the U.S. Congress (20 in the 
Senate and 78 in the House). This would seem to indicate that exclusion from politics is not as much 
a function of a country’s level of development or the educational and income level of women as it is 
of social and cultural constraints. 

In 2013, 24.2% of all U.S. state legislators were women—a percentage that has remained fairly 
constant over more than the past 10 years. The range of women legislators was nearly 34% in Arizona, 

Figure 9.2  Year in Selected Countries That Women First Won the Right to Vote

Source: United Nations Development Programme (2007).
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