
Amid a groundswell in sex ual ha rass ment claims across Hol ly wood, West min ster, the City of Lon- 
don and else where, it is with bit ter-sweet sen ti ment that we cel e brate this year’s cen te nary of the
Rep re sen ta tion of the Peo ple Act to day.

The leg is la tion granted some women in the UK the right to vote, but while its an niver sary serves
as a re minder of how far we’ve come, it should also un der score how much work still lies ahead. April’s
gen der pay gap re port ing dead line is per haps the next im por tant test.

The Act and what it achieved should also not be over-cel e brated. While it marked an im por tant
be gin ning of a process, it was in many ways a fee ble start. It gave fe males the right to vote, but only if
they were over the age of 30, owned prop erty, were a mem ber or mar ried to a mem ber of the Lo cal
Govern ment Reg is ter, or were a grad u ate in a uni ver sity con stituency.

It was re stric tive and overly se lec tive. But it did change the face of the elec torate dra mat i cally. Ac- 
cord ing to the elec toral reg is ter of the time, the fe male pro por tion shot up to 43 per cent de spite
those lim i ta tions. And, per haps most sig nif i cantly, it paved the way for the Equal Fran chise Act a
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decade later: an ex ten sion of the Act from 1918, which gave all women over the age of 21 the right to
vote – prop erty own ers or not.

As we ap proach the 100th an niver sary of that first im por tant mile stone, we take a look at how
women’s rights in the UK have de vel oped since then and how this coun try stacks up in a global con- 
text.

United King dom
De spite the po lit i cal re form of 1918 and 1928 that came as a re sult of the Suf fragette move ment

led by Em me line Pankhurst, it took sev eral other pieces of leg is la tion for real so cial re form to be
achieved here in the UK, the o ret i cally grant ing women rights on par with those en joyed by men.

The Sex Disqual i fi ca tion (Re moval) Act of 1919 stip u lated that no body could be dis qual i fied from
per form ing a pub lic func tion, or from hold ing a civil or ju di cial of fice or post, be cause of their gen der.
But it wasn’t un til the Mat ri mo nial Causes Act of 1937 that women were given the same rights to di- 
vorce their

hus bands as the rights men had to di vorce their wives.
And women in the UK had to wait un til 1970 for the govern ment to in tro duce the Equal Pay Act,

mak ing it il le gal for em ploy ers to treat men and women do ing an equiv a lent role dif fer ently in terms
of pay. De spite this, pay dis crim i na tion is still a wide spread con cern that in sti tu tions such as the BBC
have in re cent months shone an un flat ter ing light on by pub lish ing the salaries of their high est paid
ac tors and pre sen ters. In early April this year, all or gan i sa tions in the coun try em ploy ing at least 250
peo ple will have to pub lish the gen der pay gap of their com pany for all four quar tiles of their work- 
force.

On pa per, women may have all the same ju di cial rights as men here in the UK, but gen der pay gap
re port ing will un doubt edly pro vide fur ther ev i dence that we’re still decades off be ing able to speak
about true par ity of the sexes.

United States
Dif fer ent states granted women the right to vote in the US at dif fer ent times – start ing in 1890

with Wy oming – but in 1920, thanks to the 19th Amend ment of the Con sti tu tion be ing rat i fied, suf- 
frage was rolled out na tion ally. In the sub se quent decades, a flurry of po lit i cal groups formed ded i- 
cated to in di vid ual is sues around women’s rights. Prom i nent ex am ples in cluded the League of
Women Vot ers and the Na tional Coun cil of Ne gro Women.

The Na tional Women’s Party, which was founded in 1913, drafted the Equal Rights Amend ment in
1923,


