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I

International Feminist Perspectives on
Suffrage: An Introduction

MELANIE NOLAN AND CAROLINE DALEY

On 19 September 1893, the adult women of New Zealand won the right
to vote. One hundred years later this achievement was celebrated by some,
while others used the year to question what suffrage had meant to women’s
lives.! On.the whole, historians have been more circumspect than
celebratory about the impact of women'’s suffrage. In August 1993 feminist
historians from around the world gathered in New Zealand for the ‘Suffrage
and Beyond’ conference. They came to discuss the achievement of women's
suffrage in various countries, and to analyse its impact. The chapters in
this book are part of the process of questioning what suffrage has meant
for women.

Sixteen of the fifty-four papers presented at the conference are
collected here. The internationalism of the conference is reflected in
essays about New Zealand, Australia, the Pacific Islands, Japan, South
America, the US, Britain, France and Germany. There are obviously many
geographical gaps, such as Africa, the Middle East and Eurasia, and they
should be borne in mind. However, we hope that the mix of papers from
the Old and New Worlds, from east and west, from first- and second-
world countries, will be stimulating and will help to break down the
ethnocentricism which operates in much suffrage literature. In this
regard, we think this relatively international collection makes several very
important contributions to the historiography of suffrage and the study of
women'’s citizenship.

First, the comparatively peaceful and quiet suffrage movements in
Australasia, which have been underplayed in many suffrage studies, are
highlighted here. Several chapters in this book show the ‘margins’
questioning the history of the ‘centre’. Second, consideration of a wider
range of suffrage histories leads us to revise the usual or standard account
of when and how women’s suffrage was achieved. The authors here
reassess the gaining of suffrage and what its impact has been. They study
the early achievement of women'’s suffrage in some societies, the relatively
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late achievement in others, and the post-suffrage era. Chapters on South
American, French, Japanese and Pacific Island suffragists remind us that
suffrage history should not cease with American women’s enfranchisement
in 1920, or the achievement of universal suffrage in Britain in 1928.
Chapters examining the mid-nineteenth century remind us that the
campaign for women’s suffrage in Britain and the US began well before
the publicity-seeking suffragettes took to the streets. New interpretations
of groups of suffragists, as well as individual suffragists, are offered here.
Not all are flattering. While the language and representation of these
women are examined, so is their racism. Third, many of the authors discuss
the internationalism of the suffragists and its importance to their ideas
and actions. These were women who strode the world’s stage, encouraging
and supporting other women in their fight for citizenship rights. Finally,
the authors prompt us to consider how suffragists negotiated boundaries
in order to achieve women’s enfranchisement. The suffragists, and the
authors in this book, require us to go beyond the dichotomies that have
often contained suffrage histories in the past. The dichotomies between
the margins and the centre, between first-wave and post-suffrage studies,
between colonial and post-colonial history, and between masculinities
and femininities are rejected by many of the authors. They move beyond
such dichotomies and offer new approaches to the study of women’s
suffrage. Most chapters do not slot simply in one theme. Sometimes the
authors contradict one another and generate conversations amongst
themselves. Our introduction examines some of the relationships and
conversations between the papers.

‘Marginal’ history?
The antipodean women’s suffrage movement is well-represented in this
book. While the early achievement of women’s suffrage in New
Zealand and Australia is usually noted in the international literature, these
New World societies are often seen as marginal to the suffrage story. Partly
because this region did not experience window breaking, mass rallies and
hunger strikes, we have been overlooked by suffrage historians who often
do not see further than England and the eastern seaboard of the US when
they come to develop explanatory models for women’s enfranchisement.
So what was the Antipodean example?

New Zealand women’s relatively early enfranchisement came after
a concerted campaign by women and men suffragists. There had been
calls for women'’s franchise since at least 1869, when Mary Muller, using
the pseudonym ‘Femina’, wrote An Appeal to the Men of New Zealand, in
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which she asked New Zealand men to grant women the right to vote. She
appealed to men’s common sense identifying it as the sense of the
common interest. Mrs Muller thought that New Zealand should take the
initiative, and grant women the vote before other nations.?

Although there were no formal suffrage organisations until Mrs Mary
Leavitt of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) visited
New Zealand in 1885, there had already been attempts in Parliament to
introduce women’s suffrage. In 1878 Robert Stout introduced a bill to
allow women ratepayers to vote and stand for Parliament. In 1879 a
further attempt was made, and in 1880 and 1881, Dr James Wallis also
tried to pass women’s suffrage measures.® After the formation of a New
Zealand branch of the WCTU in 1885, women began to campaign
actively for the vote. The WCTU established a Franchise and Legislation
Department, and in 1887 Kate Sheppard was appointed Franchise
Superintendent.* She co-ordinated suffragists around the country, while
also working closely with politicians sympathetic to women'’s demand for
the vote. Suffrage bills were introduced into the Lower House in 1887,
1890, and 1891, but none succeeded. The struggle for the vote intensified,
and in 1892 Franchise Leagues were formed. Their members did not,
however, support the temperance aims of the WCTU. As well as lobbying
politicians, the suffragists began to collect signatures on petitions in support
of women’s suffrage. In 1891 they collected the signatures of over 10,000
adult women. In 1892 they doubled this effort with a petition of 20,274.
Finally, in 1893, they amassed 31,871 signatures, with approximately a
quarter of the adult women of New Zealand signing the suffrage petition.
Several Maori women are known to have signed the 1892 and 1893
petitions, although at this time Maori women’s political energy was
mainly directed at achieving voting rights and the right to stand as
members of Te Kotahitanga, an inter-tribal Maori parliament.’

By 1893 most members of the Lower House did not have strong
objections to women being enfranchised.® But the passing of the 1893
Electoral Act was not a straightforward matter. Premier Richard Seddon
had never been a supporter of women's suffrage, and planned to foil the
passage of the bill. Two members of the Upper House took offence at
Seddon’s antics, and voted for a bill they would otherwise have opposed.
And so in a less than propitious way, New Zealand women gained
parliamentary support for their enfranchisement. This was not the end of
the campaign, however. The Governor had to assent to the bill, and it
took Governor Glasgow a week to turn the bill into the Electoral Act.
But finally, many years after women had first asked for the vote, they were
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granted this fundamental right of citizeriship in a democracy.

The indigenous Maori women of New Zealand and European — or
Pakeha — women received the right to vote at the same time. In most
cases they did not, however, vote together. Pakeha women joined Pakeha
men at the polling booths and voted for the European Members of
Parliament on 28 November 1893. Maori women had to wait until
20 December before they could join Maori men and vote for the four
Maori Members of Parliament whose seats had been created in 1867 on
the basis of male Maori suffrage. It is estimated that about 4000 Maori
women voted in 1893. Maori women and men who fulfilled a £25 freehold
property requirement were allowed to vote for the European members, if
they so desired. It is not known how many Maori women enrolled on the
European roll.”

The example of New Zealand'’s achievement of women’s suffrage
was lauded by suffragists in other parts of the world. The fact that women
in New Zealand took up their voting rights so soon after they were granted
—a mere ten weeks after the governor’s assent to the franchise bill — and
with such vigour — almost 80 per cent of eligible women managed to get
onto the electoral roll by voting day, and just over 80 per cent of those
turned out to vote — no doubt assisted suffragists elsewhere in their claim
that women wanted the right to vote.

While New Zealand touted itself as a world leader in women’s rights
in 1893, it is often forgotten that women could vote on the Pitcairn
Islands in 1838 and Cook Islands women were enfranchised just before
New Zealand in 1893. Such facts are usually ignored because of the
islands’ status.® New Zealand claims the accolades because it was the first
self-governing country to pass legislation providing for universal female
suffrage.” Record-hunting and trans-Tasman rivalries are one of the more
entertaining byways of Antipodean suffrage history. The desire to hold
the record for women's suffrage runs deep. A recent historian of
Australian female suffrage pointed out that Australia almost inherited
New Zealand and its record in 1902: ‘In 1893 New Zealand had the status
of one of the British colonies of Australasia. If it had decided to federate
with the other Australasian colonies, as was first envisaged, Australia would
have bcen able to claim the honour of being the first nation in the world
to enfranchise its women’."

Australians are more inclined to suggest that New Zealand’s
achievement was not quite as good as theirs, since New Zealand women
did not achieve the right to stand for Parliament at the same time as they
were enfranchised.!! In 1894 South Australian women won the right to
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