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Social, economic and political climate

• up to 1840 New Zealand was very much a Māori world.
• The relationship with the Pākehā became increasingly

complex as struggles emerged surrounding land, law
and sovereignty.

• The Treaty of  Waitangi created a war transforming
New Zealand from a Māori world to a Pākehā one.

• The migration of  settlers had a significant impact on 
their lives and those of  Māori-acquisition of  large
quantities of  Māori land.

• The rapid growth of  the settler population saw greater
demands for political power and more land for 
settlement.

• Towns and cities developed.
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Role of women before suffrage
• In early colonial New Zealand women were excluded 

from any involvement in politics;
• Most people accepted the idea that women were 

naturally suited for domestic affairs (such as keeping 
house and raising children);

• Public opinion began to change in the late 19th century;
• In the late 19th century some women began to challenge 

this narrow view of  the world;
• After years of  effort by women’s suffrage campaigners, 

New Zealand became the First Nation to give to women 
the right to vote in parliamentary elections.



The suffragettes movement 
EARLY CAMPAIGN:

• The New Zealand suffrage movement began in 
the late 19th century;

• The right to vote was largely sought as a way to 
improve social morality so also to improve 
women’s safety and quality of  life;

• The suffrage campaigns were intertwined with 
the prohibition of  alcohol movement;

• Politicians who supported the alcohol movement 
opposed to women’s suffrage;

• John Larkins Cheese Richardson was responsible 
for allowing women to enrol at the University of  
Otago in 1871.

Anti-prohibition party postcard

University of  Otago
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The suffragettes movement 
SUCCESSFUL CAMPAIGN:

• Women’s suffrage was granted after about two decades of  
campaigning;

• Influenced by America the movement argued that women could 
bring morality into democratic politics;

• From 1887 various attempts were made to pass bills enabling 
female suffrage, several electors bills were passed in the House 

of  Representatives but defend in the upper Legislative Council;
• Suffragists in WCTU, Political Francise Languages and trade 

unions organised a series of  petition to Parliament;
• The 1893 Women’s Suffrage Petition was presented to 

Parliament and a new Electoral Bill passed through the Lower 
House with a large majority;

• On 19 September 1893 Lord Glasgow consented and the 
Electoral Act 1893 gave all women in New Zealand the right to 

vote.



…but then it took 26 years to let them stand for parliament 
• Suffragists didn’t want to risk women

standing for parliament sinking the bill.

• After women won suffrage, agitation for 
several egalitarian causes continued but
the energetic climate of  1893 had
receded.

• From 1894 to 1900, sympathetic male 
politicians from across the political
spectrum presented eight separate bills.

• The failure in the pre-war years was
largely because of  the enduring prejudice
against their participation in politics.
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• during the first world war, women’s
status improved rapidly and this 
overrode previous prejudices.

• Women became essential and valued
citizens in the war effort.

• New Zealand was failing to keep up 
with international developments.

• Women’s wartime work renewed
feminist activism and male 
parliamentary support.

• It took until 1933 for the first 
woman, Elizabeth McCombs, to be 
elected to parliament.

…but then it took 26 years to let them stand for parliament 

Elizabeth McCombs


