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Summary 
 

This thesis analyses the images and imaginings made of the Nordics within the forum of the 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) between 1904 and 1914. The project aims to 

uncover not only which images and imaginings were made, but also the lasting impact of these 

images on the Nordic nations in relation to the status of women. As the Nordic nations are 

perpetuated as a heaven for women, this thesis aims to explore when and how these images 

were first constructed in order to tell the origin story of the ‘policy of engagement’ which the 

Nordic nations – especially Norway – exercise today.   
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1898-1913 
 
 
Sweden 
Fredrika-Bremer-Association (Fredrika Bremer-förbundet), 1884- 
 
 
Denmark 
Danish Women’s Society (Dansk Kvindesamfund), 1871- 
 
 
Iceland 
Icelandic Women’s Association, founded in 1894 – became Icelandic Women’s Rights 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Women’s equality was in 2011 credited by former Prime Minister Jens Stoltenberg for being 

one of the pole bearers for the Norwegian Model.1 In 2008, Norwegian foreign secretary Jonas 

Gahr Støre stated that due to increased globalization, it was important that to have a strong 

narrative attached to Norway, in order to enhance its international standing.2 Women’s equality, 

amongst other issues, became a central part of this narrative. It functions not only as a core 

value for the Norwegian state, but also as a brand for exportation.3 In the 7th white paper (2015-

2016) delivered by the Norwegian government to parliament, titled Equality in Practice – Equal 

Opportunity for Women and Men, the second subhead reads “Equality Is a Part of Norway’s 

Identity” .4 In 2019, on the Swedish government’s own website, the sentence “Equality between 

women and men makes up a fundamental aim for Swedish foreign policy” is clearly read 

underneath the title “A Feminist Foreign Policy”.5 The same sentiment is easily found on the 

websites of the Finnish and Danish governments as well.6 The Nordic Council share this 

strategy of using gender equality for foreign policy purposes and using gender equality to 

promote a nation is nothing new.  

 

In 1904, the political landscape of the Western world was comprised of a mixture of nation-

states and vast multi-ethnical empires. A political wave of nationalism had been a driving force 

behind creating the nation-state, a type of state that is the norm in the world today. The 

continuing improvement of technologies like the telegraph and telephone made 

communications across large distances easier throughout the 19th century, which connected the 

world tighter together than ever before. Following this, a trend of imagining a ‘global public 

opinion’ with a global audience as “a third party” became prevalent.7  The legitimacy of states 

was no longer solely in the hands of the great empires. Now, these ‘third parties’, for example 

smaller nation-states and civil societies such as international organizations or national 

movements, had increasingly influence on the world stage. This widened the platform of 

international competition significantly, and new ‘tools’ to compete with emerged.  

                                                
1 Danielsen, Larsen & Owesen 2013:334 
2 Danielsen, Larsen & Owesen 2013:370 
3 Danielsen, Larsen & Owesen 2013:370 
4 Meld. St. 7 (2015-2016), Likestilling i praksis — Like muligheter for kvinner og menn, 
https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/meld.-st.-7-20152016/id2456562/sec1  
5 En feministisk utrikespolitik, https://www.regeringen.se/regeringens-politik/en-feministisk-utrikespolitik/, 
retrieved 02.12.19 
6 Redegørelse/ Perspektiv- og handlingsplan 2018 Afgivet til Folketinget af minister for ligestilling den 27. 
februar 2018, https://www.regeringen.dk/media/4896/redegrelse-perspektiv-og-handlingsplan-for-ligestilling-
2018.pdf, Retrieved 02.12.2019 
7 Werron 2013:70 
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While larger nations competed through power displays like imperious militaries, massive 

industries, and economies that could support colonialism, smaller states were forced to compete 

with a whole other set of tools. In the Nordic context within the scope of this project, Norway 

in particular was attempting to brand itself independently from the other Scandinavian nations. 

Norway had in some form been under the sovereignty of another crown for hundreds of years 

and was seeking to establish itself independently internationally. And as Halvard Leira argues 

in his chapter on the formative years of the Norwegian state, the Norwegian foreign policy 

needs to be conceptualized with a key variable being not only Norway’s smallness, but “the 

relative recent character of the Norwegian state”.8  

 

Smaller states, such as the Nordic countries, worked towards establishing soft-power such as 

relative status. A way to achieve status was by strategically placing themselves in a position to 

be regarded important in order to be useful to greater powers or be seen by them.9 This ‘soft-

power’ could express itself though being norm entrepreneurs on moral matters such as peace 

and equality – in order to be perceived as a good power.10 One of these tools to be applied was 

for instance women’s rights and female enfranchisement in the early 20th century. While the 

prospect of having a woman vote in a representative democracy was once deemed a radical 

thought, it became the norm throughout the 20th century. And according to political scientist 

Anne Towns, in the years after the First World War, granting women the right to vote on equal 

terms with men became the appropriate way to behave for states11, and in 2020, the exclusion 

of women from democracy is considered the radical choice. And we see that in this time period, 

civil society in form of women’s rights organizations – both national and international – lobbied 

intensely in order to construct this shift in the international hierarchy of norms.  

 

As a strategy to achieve this turnaround, suffragist organizations advocated a specific brand of 

“civilized, Christian, European woman” as opposed to the un-civilized peoples, classes or races 

in the era of neo-colonialism. While the first three nations to grant female suffrage (New 

Zealand, Australia and Finland) were of European cultural decent, they were ‘new world’ 

nations on the periphery, hence not good enough to set the standard for the ‘old world’. And 

while New Zealand had granted female suffrage “expressly to make New Zealand a model and 

                                                
8 Leira 2015:22 
9 deCarvalho & Neumann 2015:2 
10 deCarvalho & Neumann 2015:16 
11 Towns 2010:119 
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precursor state for the old and the new world”12, this was not enough to convince ‘old world’ 

states to follow suit with a former colony and second-rate nation. A similar sentiment followed 

Australia in 1902 and Finland and 1906. In the period from 1906 until the break of organized 

suffrage activity due to the outbreak of world war, it was essential for suffrage activists to 

promote the narrative of a civilized example of a successfully implementation of female 

enfranchisement.  

 

An organization especially formed for the sole purpose of achieving the vote for women was 

established in Berlin in 1904, led by American suffragist leader Carrie Chapman Catt. The 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) became a forum for the exchange of 

information and circulation of ideas within the international framework. As well as an arena to 

perform policy for nations. The activities of the international sisterhood of women did not go 

unnoticed. The IWSA gathered enough attention to become front-page news in the cities they 

held their congresses.13 In 1907, American suffragist Ida Husted Harper reported that U.S 

“magazines and newspapers are becoming more and more interested in these international 

meetings of women”.14 The organization had a definite place on the world stage as a “third 

party” of influence in an increasingly globalized world. This influence needed to be harnessed 

for the fight for women’s enfranchisement. But how was this forum taken advantage of? 

 

Thesis 
What images and imaginings were made of the Nordic countries in the forum of the 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance in the time period of 1904 until 1914, and did they 

change over time from 1904 until 1914? 

 

This thesis is motivated by the ongoing research project Nordic Branding: The Politics of 

Exceptionalism which the University of Oslo is a part of. Nation branding is a relatively new 

field within global history writing and can be best overall be described as an interdisciplinary 

field, as it draws on theories from sociology, marketing, international relations and political 

science. By using the International Woman Suffrage Alliance as the forum in which the images 

and imaginings are constructed of the Nordic countries in this time period, I hope to gain insight 

in how Nordicity was imaged and how the gender progressive Nordics first developed as an 

international image.  

                                                
12 Towns, 2010:93 
13 Rupp 1997:210 
14 Rupp 1997:209 
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The reasoning behind using the forum created by The International Woman Suffrage Alliance 

to analyse the images and imaginings constructed of the Nordics, is that the IWSA were the 

only international women’s organization that focused solely on suffrage. The time-frame is 

chosen because the International Woman Suffrage Alliance was established in 1904. In 1914, 

the Great War would halt the international women’s suffrage movement as international 

cooperation across nations at war became very difficult. Even national suffrage campaigns 

would be put on hold in order to focus efforts towards the total war ravaging the world.  

The time period of 1904-1914 is also a period of change for the Nordics regarding granting 

women the vote. Finland gained universal suffrage in 1906 and Norway tax-restricted suffrage 

in 1907 before gaining universal suffrage in 1913. Denmark followed in 1915 while Swedish 

women had to wait until 1921. This made Finland the first European nation to universally 

enfranchise women, and the first nation to allow women to stand for parliament. When Norway 

universally enfranchised women in 1913, it was the first independent nation-state to universally 

enfranchise women. The Nordic countries were a part of the first wave of female 

enfranchisement, however, the Scandinavian model for women’s suffrage was not especially 

Nordic, and the same structures of development were found in the rest of the western world.15 

The question then stands: What is the origin story behind the image of Nordics as forerunners 

on women’s rights?  

 

Previous research 
While the theme for this project is Nordic branding, literature on the international women’s 

suffrage movement is also a prerequisite for this project, as well as national suffrage literature. 

The focus on women’s history, or gender history has in the large part concerned itself with 

gender, citizenship and social perspectives. Norwegian historian Ida Blom published in 2012 

an article concerning the transnational comparison of the Nordic countries path to women’s 

suffrage with the perspectives of gender, democracy and creation of nation states, and women’s 

agency. It is along the lines of the last aspect of her analysis that this project will place itself - 

not unlike the 2013 thesis by Ane Høyem (UiO), which investigates how Norwegian suffrage 

activists involved themselves in international efforts in the period 1884-1913. Høyem 

concludes her efforts to illuminate the international Norwegian involvement, that it would be 

particularly interesting to research whether international source material can prove useful in the 

                                                
15 Blom 2012:614 
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further investigation of the international significance of Norwegian decisions of granting female 

suffrage.  

 

Most work on the international women’s suffrage movement frames the topic within the 

boundaries of the nation, such as Dutch Mineke Bosch who writes on the international 

movement and Dutch women. In common with most of the work that deals with the 

international women’s suffrage movement is their use of Worlds of Women (1997), which 

“helped to shape the relatively new study of transnational women’s movements of the late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries” and is still the most cited book cited books in women’s 

and gender history.16 The author, historian Leila J. Rupp, spent a considerable amount of time 

scourging though archives of Europe and North-America, and the result was the story of the 

making of an international women’s movement.17  

In the first chapter of Worlds of Women, Rupp inadvertently highlights the importance of her 

work in the field of transnational women’s history. “Historians in general seem to have clung 

so tenaciously to topics defined by the nations state that international organizations of any kind 

have been left to the political scientists”18 she writes explaining her failure to locate literature 

on the subject of the history of the international women’s movement. And as Francisca de Haan 

wrote in her recent review19 of the book, Worlds of Women would become the work on the 

subject.  

Rupp identifies the obvious short comings in her quest of telling the history of a trans- and 

international movement in the discussion of her source material. “The international women’s 

movement was bourgeois and dominated by women of European origin” she writes “I recognize 

that my focus on international structures(…), privileges those at the center - primarily elite, 

Christian, older, European-origin women.”20 The book’s focus is within the framework of a 

Eurocentric and Western perspective, which does not harm its contribution to this project, as 

the project is Eurocentric in itself. The awareness, however, around who the actors within the 

IWSA were, and who they were speaking to and on behalf of, is an important aspect of the 

analysis presented in this theory.  

 

                                                
16 de Haan, 2017:40 
17 Rupp 1997 
18 Rupp 1997:4 
19 Haan 2017:140 
20 Rupp 1997:5 
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While this project is neither women’s history nor gender history, there is a need for national 

histories of women as a backdrop. Due to the nature of the development in this project, most 

focus will be awarded to the Norwegian national women’s history, and the project relies on the 

work done by historians such as Eirinn Larsen, Kari Melby and Gro Hagemann. Within Finnish 

historiography, I have found Irma Sulkunen’s informative overview of Finnish suffrage history 

and her own analyses very helpful. Furthermore, the master thesis written by Ane Høyem 

(2013) provides great insight in the activities of the Norwegian suffragist in the international 

women’s suffrage movement – providing communications between both the national and 

international civil societies as well as between national civil society and national government.  

 

Literature on the women’s suffrage as a subject in international relations is essential as well. 

And it is under this category one of the most central brick stones under my thesis lies, namely 

Anne Towns book Women and States – Norms and Hierarchies in International Society (2010). 

The book’s aim is twofold: 1. The empirical account of the development of state behaviours 

expressly targeted women and 2. A theoretical aspect and the proposal of the rethinking of the 

operation of norms in international society.21 Towns, in her first chapter, writes that although 

the discipline of international relations has not given much attention to the spread of women’s 

suffrage, the analytical tools of the field can be used to explain the relations between women 

and states. It is particularly the ‘rich tradition’ of constructivism that she argues is best 

positioned for the task.22 Her work sets its own agenda, pioneering a field of global history 

which incorporates gender history, international relations, and international competition and 

status building. 

 

One of Towns findings in the chapter “Women’s suffrage and the standards of civilization” is 

the tendency of using women’s enfranchisement as a measuring pole for “civilization”. A 

narrative also found in Eirinn Larsen’s chapter on suffrage rights in Norsk likestillingshistorie 

(2013) presented by Norwegian Liberal Party man Johan Theodor Lund in 1980, speaking of 

women’s rights as a way for Norway to find her “place in the civilized world”.23 The fact that 

Norway did become one of the first nations to enfranchise women, opened up for using Norway 

as an example for other countries. Sissel Rosland writes in her article “Norway as an Example 

in the UK Women’s Suffrage Campaign”24 that British suffragist did indeed use Norway as an 

example. She further concludes that Norway served well as an example of women’s suffrage 

                                                
21 Towns 2010:1 
22 Towns, 2010:4-5 
23 Danielsen, Larsen & Owesen 2013:190 (my translation) 
24 Rosland 2017 
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leading to social reform and wage equality, as well as a counter-narrative to the idea that female 

suffrage would have horrible consequences.25 Roseland is less convinced, however, of the 

example’s actual impact on British policy as Norway was a much smaller nation of a very 

different character than the British Empire. Another article26 by Anna Peterson, analyses the 

Norwegian enfranchisement of women’s impact on New York suffrage societies in 1913, which 

is another contribution to the discourse on the Norwegian example concerning women’s rights 

in an international context.  

 

In the field of Nordic branding, Histories of Public Diplomacy and Nation Branding in the 

Nordic and Baltic Countries (2015) by Clerc, Glover and Jordan is work that is closely related 

to what this project is aiming to do, and while Clerc, Glover and Jordan is working with 

imagined and imaginings of communities, focusing on the public diplomacy of the Nordics and 

Baltics from 1918 and onwards – this thesis will concern itself with the same issues – however 

from the perspective of the national and international women’s suffrage movements.  

 

Another 2015 book of theoretical importance to my thesis is Carvalho and Neumann’s book 

Seeking – Norway’s quest for international standing. The first chapter of the book, written by 

Halvard Leira, is about Norway’s formative years and how the nation aimed to gain an 

international standing through “peace, prosperity and status”.27 Drawing on the argument made 

by suffragist at the time, that women were the more moral and peaceful of the sexes, the stage 

is set for the research into how women’s suffrage could be used as a political tool to advance a 

nations status for the Nordics countries. And more importantly, how central actors took 

advantage of the fact in the promoting of both suffrage and the nation. In her master thesis28 on 

how Norwegian suffragist engaged themselves in the international women’s suffrage 

movement Ane Høyem writes that both Qvam and Krog (central Norwegian suffragist) were 

deeply nationalists, as well as suffragists. It is fair to assume this was the case for most suffragist 

in early 20th century Europe.  

 

This project’s thesis concerns itself with the Nordics and we see that due to historical 

development and strategic branding on the part of the IWSA, the Nordic countries are 

collectively branded together. However, it was Norway which was the individual nation which 

                                                
25 Rosland 2017:206 
26 Peterson 2011 
27 Leira 2015: 37 
28 Høyem 2013 
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in practice provided the most “valid” example. Therefore, this project naturally engages more 

in Norwegian literature.  

 

Theory 
The theoretical framework which this thesis is supported by is interdisciplinary. As the purpose 

of the project is to illuminate the way the Nordic countries were branded within the forum of 

the International Woman Suffrage Alliance a main theoretical framework will be that of nation 

branding or national imaging. Melissa Aronczyk in her book Branding the Nation: The Global 

Business of National Identity, places the national displays by and of nations in the 19th century 

as a part of the pre-history of nation branding, recognizing them as a relevant to the current 

phenomenon of nation branding.29 As Halvard Leira argues, the smallness of the Nordic enabled 

them to become moral authorities on single-issues such as peace. Therefore, a small nation such 

as Norway, in their quest to have “a seat at the table”, actively engaged in peace work in order 

to “brand” themselves as a peace nation in order to attain a form of soft power.30 This thesis 

will argue that this theory is applicable to the case of women’s suffrage as well.  

 

Representation is a concept Clerk and Glover uses in order to tie together the “two-pronged” 

process of explaining the historical study of international relations. The prongs being 1. A strict 

focus on state actors towards transnational groups and societies from a political-strategic 

outlook, and 2. An interest in cultural, economic or social interactions across the borders of 

politically organised communities.31 Therefore, In the term representation, they include the 

involvement of institutions, practices and processes, as well as texts, images, and narratives. 

These representations have become part of foreign policy, domestic debates, and interpreted in 

foreign settings.32 In their case, involving the Nordics and Baltic states, Clerk and Glover writes 

that these practices of representation – by a nation-state’s citizens as well as in domestic and 

foreign discourse – “have involved a two-way dialogue between national imaginings and 

foreign images of the nation”.33 

 

Further, Clerc and Glover emphasises that imaging and imaginings provides a compelling 

“heuristic tool” which allows the complex history of national representations to be analysed- 

naming the pair a “deceptively neat dichotomy”. As their book aims to provide examples of 

                                                
29 Aronczyk 2013:4 
30 Leira 2015:37 
31 Clerc and Glover 2015:5 
32 Clerc and Glover 2015:6 
33 Clerc and Glover 2015:6 
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this dichotomy in the Baltic and Nordic states post 1918 – this thesis will utilize the same 

juxtapositions Clerc and Glover highlights; such as external reputation management versus 

internal political debate and nation branding versus nation building.  

 

The construction of the rank of women as a way to identify a state in an international hierarchy 

is portrayed in Ann Town’s Women and States. Adhering to the theories of critical 

constructionism, where the state is viewed a “regulated process of repetition”34 rather than 

stable until disturbed – Towns writes about the notion that women were of a different nature 

and therefore excluded from politics, describing it as something that was continually contested 

and in need of justification. It is this repurposing of women’s inherent difference from men, 

difference being the marker of their identity, that was used as the very argument in support of 

the enfranchisement of women. Drawing upon the theory of social hierarchies of the early 20th 

century international society, the difference between civilized and uncivilized states and people 

became a plateau on which suffrage activist painted the images of women as, by nature, the 

more civilized of sexes, thusly making the inclusion of women in the political sphere the marker 

of progressiveness in an international society that valued civility.   

 

Another theoretical aspect of this thesis is that of policy mobilities. The concept of policy 

mobilities will be divided into three parts: 1) policy transfer 2) learning and educating and 3) 

extrospective showcasing. The term policy transfer is defined by political scientist Dolowitz 

and Marsh (as “the process by which knowledge about policies, (…), and ideas in one political 

system (past or present) is used in the development of policies, (…), and ideas in another 

political system”.35 The International Woman Suffrage Alliance was a politically motivated 

organization, and therefore had deliberate strategy and goals. The purpose behind the 

organization was to enfranchise women in the world, transferring existent policies from one 

political institution to another. 

 

An aspect of policy transfer is the circulation of policy knowledge, which is dependent on forms 

of learning and educating. Defining learning as a “knowledge acquisition process” and 

educating as “the steering of learning towards particular desirable ends”, learning and educating 

take up multiple forms and shape the collection, interpretation and use of policy knowledge. 36 

In the context of the strategy behind the IWSA, the organization educated policy makers using 

                                                
34 Towns 2010:35 
35 Dolowitz & Marsh 2005:5 
36 McMenzie, Cook, Mary 2019:4 
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arguments of morality as we see depicted in Towns (2010). Another actor was the enfranchised 

states, which also functioned as educators by the showing of example. Learning and educating 

are performed at informational infrastructure event such as study tours, conferences and award 

ceremonies writes McMenzie, Cook and Mary (2019), and we see that much of IWSA 

propaganda is performed during IWSA conferences/congresses as well as international tours 

made by prominent members.  

 

The final aspect of policy mobility in the context of this thesis is extrospective showcasing. The 

term signifies the ways in which local policy actors (i.e. a national suffragist or national 

representative), showcase their work and locality to audiences elsewhere in form of i.e. 

speaking at a conference or writing in a news-paper – promoting the locality as well as the 

policy.37 An enfranchised nation could by extrospective showcase both their nation and their 

policy in the informational infrastructure in form of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance. 

Hence, being a willing example for the IWSA to use in order to promote suffrage itself.  

 

However, these theories do not take into account the historical period in which the images and 

imaginings of the Nordic countries were constructed within the IWSA. Which makes it 

necessary to include Kaiser’s theories concerning the era of new-imperialism and nationalism, 

which affected policy mobilities and political transfer. The perceived incompatibility of foreign 

models made them unfitted for the political transfer, thusly policy-makers needed to find 

rhetorical strategies in order to market foreign models as appropriate.38This thesis will show 

that the IWSA engaged in said rhetorical strategies in order to market foreign suffrage models 

internationally.  

 

Sources and Method 
This thesis draws upon various sources and among these is the periodical titled Jus Suffragii – 

The Monthly Organ of the International Woman’s Suffrage Alliance. It was first published in 

1906 as a paper for the transnational women’s suffrage movement IWSA.39 This paper is one 

of the primary sources for this project. In the year of 1906 it published four issues, however the 

first issue was only circulated within the organization and has proven difficult to locate. From 

1907 to 1914 it is published every month. Initially, the paper only printed national reports on 

the state of suffrage in each member nations, sometimes also publishing reports from nations 

                                                
37 McMenzie, Cook & Mary 2019:5 
38 Kaiser 2005:408 
39 Rupp 1997:175 
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which were not official members. Though the time period of 1906 until 1914, the paper 

develops into a more rounded format, even including product advertisement starting around 

1913. According to Polish member of the IWSA, Anna Szelagowaska, Jus Suffragii was more 

a collection of national news, rather than a truly international paper.40 Despite its evolvement, 

the paper was still structured around national reports written by national suffragists, usually 

reporting on the events concerning suffrage in their country, or how the political system works 

in their country in 1914 as well. The reports also relay comments on events, letters from the 

editor, and other useful information for the suffrage work.  

 

The most important source for this project has been proven to be the speeches held by IWSA 

President Carrie Chapman Catt, where deliberate strategy is delivered in a politically potent 

forum such as the IWSA conferences/congresses. The conferences held in European cities drew 

much attention from both press and government. Even before the IWSA was formally 

established, the women attending the first gathering in Washington D.C. in 1902, were invited 

to the White House by the President Theodore Roosevelt. Therefore, the President’s Address, 

which was arguably amongst the most important events at the conferences, reached a very large 

audience, and its images probably made an impression.  

 

As the thesis aims to analyse the images of the Nordic countries created by the international 

suffrage movement - it will be important to be aware of the who the images are constructed by, 

as well as the audience it is constructed for. A discourse analysis is looking for something 

reoccurs regularly in heterogenous texts41, and using this method means finding out how things 

or phenomena are talked about and perceived, rather than what has happened or what opinion 

a writer has about something. In order to understand not only the images painted, but why they 

were painted in the way they were, it will be useful to see the discourse as both a product of its 

time, people and institutions, as well as tool for ‘propaganda’. As the discourse was a product 

of more than one single actor – it will be very useful to subtract the individual single actors 

from the imaginings, and rather see the images in context of the other imaginings constructed 

within the IWSA. By doing this, less weight is put onto the individual single actors, and more 

unto the effect or impact of the images themselves.42 While not disregarding the social and 

institutional context behind the discourse in the project overall, I will look at the images in 

context of each other, to distinguish what is recurrent in all of them.  

                                                
40 Rupp 1997:176 
41 Andersen, Rosland, Ryymin, Skålevåg 2012:109 
42 Andersen, Rosland, Ryymin, Skålevåg 2012:110 
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Structure 

Following the introduction (1), this project is divided into one back-drop chapter (2) and two 

chapters of analysis (3,4) before the final concluding chapter (5). The second chapter aims to 

explain the dynamics of the forum created by the IWSA – as well as the power structures within 

the organization – all the while telling the story of the organization’s beginnings with a focus 

on the Nordics’ involvement. Moreover, the second chapter will unfold the internal make-up of 

the IWSA and external activities performed by the organization within the scope of the project’s 

framework.  

The third and fourth chapters will be divided chronologically intro before and after the 1907 

Norwegian partial enfranchisement of women, due to the significance the event was awarded 

within the IWSA. The chapters will analyse the images made of the Nordic nations and how 

these images changed over time throughout the time-frame of this project. Finally, the 

conclusion will draw the lines from then and until now, illuminating the trajectory of the path 

of the Nordics towards their current status as forerunners on women’s rights.  
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Chapter 2: Building an International Suffrage Movement 
The origin story of the first feminist movement is commonly credited to the meeting at Seneca 

Falls, New York in 1848. At this meeting, abolitionists Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia 

Mott along with others drew up the first public protest against American women’s political, 

economic and social inferiority.43 Their protest was modeled after the American Declaration of 

Independence and was thereby named The Declaration of Sentiments. The declaration included 

a demand for the right to vote for women, an idea so radical that Lucretia Mott feared it would 

hurt their new-established movement in its infancy.44 From the first meeting at Seneca Falls, 

42 years would pass until the first American state would grant women the vote.45 After the 

enfranchisement of women in Wyoming (1890), Colorado (1893), Utah (1896) and Idaho 

(1896), there was a stagnation of suffrage success in the US. However, that did not mean that 

the movement for female suffrage was stagnated. In the early 1900s, new and international 

efforts were taken to enfranchise women, and amongst them were international women’s 

organizations.  

 

The first international women’s organization, the International Council of Women (ICW) had 

been founded in 1888, two years prior to the first enfranchised American state. The second 

organization, the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA), was first initiated in 1902 

and founded in 1904, in the mist of the American suffrage movement’s “dry-spell”. Both 

movements were initiated by the current leaders of the American suffrage movement. The 

American women’s placement in the international women’s movement reflected the placement 

of the United States of America in the hierarchy of international society; as political scientist 

Ann Towns writes, “the scope and character of transnational suffragism were part and parcel 

of the hierarchical international society within this activism developed”.46  

 

The West was in the age of new imperialism, and great nations such as Britain, France and 

Germany were in the midst of a competition of territorial conquests as a display of their “hard 

power”. The United States has recently thrown their hat in the ring as well, deviating from their 

earlier policy of isolationism. Waves of nationalism had had its impact, and smaller and young 

nations such as Norway, were creating narratives of themselves a noble nations with proud 
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46 Towns, Anne 2010:90 
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histories and honorable traits. The competition of placing oneself high in the international 

hierarchy, consisted of display of power, both hard or soft.   

 

It was on this stage international organizations of all sorts were popping up, taking advantage 

of the increasingly globalized world. The international woman’s movement and subsequent 

organizations used their own power, as a third party, to influence the other two (the international 

and the national), spreading the message of the “woman cause”. By doing this, one could say 

they were initiating or engaging in a three-point war of information to be used in creating the 

standards for international society and strategy of competition of nations. 

 

This chapter addresses the role of the international suffrage movement and the place of the 

Nordic countries within: How did it operate, and what was the role of the Nordic countries? 

This chapter will argue that the international women’s movement was initially an extension of 

the American women’s movement, and that the International Woman Suffrage Alliance 

(IWSA), was heavily influenced by the Americans and American ideology. This chapter will 

also show that due to the dynamic of over-representation of American and British women along 

with the representation of all the Nordic countries, the international suffrage movement was 

predominantly white and protestant, making the IWSA in itself predominantly Anglican and 

Nordic. Furthermore, it will outline the functions of the IWSA as well as the strategy behind 

the initial international efforts and how the development of the female vote outside the Angelo-

Saxon countries suddenly changed the course and made the Nordic countries symbolically and 

strategically valuable for the IWSA leadership.  

 

Founding mothers: an American movement 
The strategy of the American suffrage movement had for years been to promote women’s rights 

as a part of the ‘natural rights of man’-argument. While the authors of the American 

Deceleration of Independence or Bill of Rights probably didn’t consider women as citizens 

when said founding documents were written – nowhere in the text did the formulation explicitly 

exclude women and the word “man” meant person. It was in fact not until the legislations 

connected to the American Reconstruction era – which among other things enhanced former 

slaves’ rights in the United States – that the 15th amendment introduced the word “male” in 

order to actively exclude females. The struggle between granting political rights to blacks vs. 

women became a dividing issue in the American national suffrage movement, and in the late 

1960’s Stanton and Susan B. Anthony would use the concept of black women as a “tool with 
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witch to represent white women’s claim to suffrage” in the periodical Revolution.47  The 

strategy of the white suffragist movement was to use race as a tool to garner sympathy with the 

white male legislators, while simultaneously, and paradoxically, still promoting the 

enlightenment’s ideas of equality.  

 

As American society moved on, so did the arguments used by the American suffrage 

movement. After years of immigration from unfamiliar cultures, acquisition of colonies 

populated with “inferior races” and the effects of the increasingly industrialized society, the 

equality of all men was no longer taken for granted.48 Rather than remaining an established fact 

that “all men were created equal” a new idea emerged, interpreting this as “ideal to be realized 

in the future”.49 This meant that the argument that women and men were created equal had to 

be changed as well. Kraditor describes the two main arguments for women’s suffrage as justice 

and expediency. Justice was the old argument, often forwarded by the ageing Stanton, based on 

the argument of the natural right. While expediency was the strategy of the younger Carrie 

Chapman Catt, leader of the National American Woman Suffrage Association from 1900. The 

new argument differed from the previous argument of men and women being naturally equal, 

into emphasizing how women differed from men.50 The two lines of argument represent two 

different generations within the suffrage movement, as well as two different parts of American 

history as well as the history of woman´s suffrage activism.  

 

The ideas of the natural right never disappeared from the suffrage movement, however, another 

level of expediency was added. The new argument forwarded the value women would bring to 

society if they were granted the vote. For example, the value of a sensible white middle-class 

female vote to counteract for the votes casted by less desirable political opinions of for example 

the poor or working-class. As Kraditor points out, that when even Stanton agreed that it was 

the right of the legislature to bar illiterates from voting, the arguments of the natural rights of 

women “lost much of its cogency”.51  Women as the more moral of the sexes was also an 

argument promoted by the women of the British suffrage movement52, where they were moving 

away from the idea of “all men created equal” into the more expedient argument of women as 

moral superiorities.  
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While early histories of the suffrage movement have considered the fight for suffrage reform 

as independent from other women’s reforms, changing perspectives now see the suffrage 

movement as a wider part of promoting women’s position in society. The vote was seen as 

political power necessary in order to transform gender structures of society.53 An additional 

argument, besides civilized women counteracting the votes of uncivilized men, was that 

women’s votes would aid social policies for the betterment of society as a whole. The idea of 

inherent female qualities that would be beneficial to society if women were granted the vote 

was also found amongst some members of the Parliament of Norway, when they at the brink of 

the 20th century argued that women with their motherly qualities and high moral sense could 

better society.54 While the organized movement had first started in America, its ideas had now 

spread into the international society – and was a part of national political debates in several 

nations. And the American women who had been the vanguard of the women’s movement 

would become the leaders of the international movement.  

 

A voice in international society: The International Council of Women 
Although the first international women’s congress was held in Paris in connection with the 

World Exhibition in 1878 - the initiative to form an international woman’s organization came 

at the second conference held in Washington D.C. in 1888. The origins of the International 

Council of Women could be traced back to 1882-83 when American suffrage leaders Elizabeth 

Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony traveled to Europe and met with French and British 

suffragists, exchanging ideas and establishing networks.55 While Stanton had originally only 

wanted to invite suffrage organizations from other countries to the conference in D.C., the U.S. 

National Woman Suffrage Association voted that it should also invite other American 

organizations. 

  

According to historian Mienke Bosch, this was because of a growing desire in the North 

American woman suffrage movement to achieve “the greatest possible unity among women”.56 

Bosch’s argues that the concept of international solidarity of women, which the ICW was 

founded upon, “bore all the marks” of the developments found in the American suffrage 

movement.57 Hence, the international movement, led by Americans, “bearing the marks” of the 

American suffrage movement, can perhaps be described as a continuation of the American 

                                                
53 Smith 2007:7 
54 Danielsen, Larsen, Owesen 2015:90 
55 Rupp 1997:15 
56 Bosch 1990:1 
57 Bosch 1990:2 



 17 

movement. This is the narrative in Edith Hurwitz’ The International Sisterhood (1977) as well, 

where she also argues that that European women were ready to follow the leadership of the 

Americans, as they believed that American women “possessed the most innovative 

perspective”, and that they admired their “drive and determination”.58 

 

Hurwitz describes the first formations of international organization as sprung out of British and 

American frustration with the campaigns in their own nations. While America and some 

European states had achieved smaller victories like limited municipal suffrage, school board 

elections and other social measures, women had “failed in their agitation to gain national 

suffrage”.59 British women, had alongside American women, had seen themselves stifled 

politically in spite of decades of campaigning. When Stanton and Anthony called for the second 

international women’s conference in 1888, no US state had actually been enfranchised, despite 

smaller victories in territories, or municipal or schoolboard elections in states.  

 

The experience was similar for the British, who had gained limited municipal suffrage but were 

at a standstill otherwise. In the historiography of the British movement, both historians from 

the constitutional and militant movements shared this perception.60 Sylvia Pankhurst, daughter 

of militant suffrage leader Emmeline Pankhurst described the situation in the 1890’s as having 

become “almost moribund”.61 Moreover, a study on the annual income of the women’s 

organizations indicated a “sharp decline” in financial support for the cause between 1884 and 

1890, until being revived again in 1900.62  

 

At the time of the first international efforts, suffrage societies existed in all of the Scandinavian 

countries as well as the Anglo-American nations. Other large European nations such as 

Germany, Italy, Russia, Holland and Austria-Hungary lacked larger organizations of women 

until the 1890’s.63 In the Nordic countries it was middle-class women who first organized the 

suffrage movement.64 Danish women were the first to establish a women’s organization: Danish 

Women’s Society (DWS) in 1871 – followed in 1884 by Norway, Sweden and Finland. The 

Norwegian Association for Women’s Rights, the Swedish Frederika-Bremer-Association, and 

Finnish Women’s Association had been working for 10 years until Icelandic women followed 
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with the Icelandic Women’s Association in 1894. The only organization which advocated for 

female suffrage from its inception was the Icelandic Women’s Association. It would take 

Danish women 18 years from the establishment of a women’s organization, until a Danish 

organization was created explicitly for the purpose of female suffrage. Sweden would join the 

ICW in 1898, Denmark in 1899, Norway in 1904 and Finland in 1911.  

 

The way the International Council of Women functioned, as well as the succeeding organization 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance I shall turn to shortly, was national councils. Alice 

Salomon would later describe the early beginnings of the organizations as being “built on air”, 

as there were no councils for women to become members of.65 In 1888, only the United States 

had a national council, being followed by Canada five years later in 1893. By 1906, the ICW 

had 17 national councils. Seeing as it was often difficult for national suffrage societies to agree 

on ideology, agenda and mode operandi, it is not difficult to imagine the difficulties of uniting 

a selection of women from different nationalities as well.  

 

The ICW’s guidelines for organizing councils in joining countries dictated that ICW literature 

was to be circulated amongst prominent women working in different fields, from religion to art 

and education. The ICW also called for a meeting which should include “representatives of all 

churches and all sections, races and parties”.66 According to Leila Rupp, this tactic reveals a 

“cautious approach to organizing elite but not homebound women”.67 The organization would 

grow to be a crucible of a wide array of opinions, ideologies and priorities. As Corresponding 

Secretary Theresa Wilson phrased it in 1889 that “a certain vagueness about both our method 

and aims” would serve as “at once our stumbling-block and our pride – our stumbling-block 

because of the difficulty we experience in explaining precisely by rule and measure what we 

are and what we want, and our pride because this very vagueness enables us to be all-

embracing.”68 

 

Here Wilson touches upon what was both the make and break of the ICW. While its vagueness 

enabled the organization to raise large numbers, it also made it difficult to set firm goals. In 

order to be able to unite this wide array of women’s organizations, one of the first decisions by 

the new organization was that all decisions would be based on a consensus, rather than a 

majority vote. In 1899, the third congress of the ICW was held in London, where 5000 
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participants represented 600,000 women from eleven countries, all but one issue was agreed 

upon: women’s suffrage.69  

 

As Leila Rupp points out, this ironically meant that the organization, which was initially meant 

as a suffrage organization, was sufficiently divided on the question of female enfranchisement, 

that there was a need to create an organization dedicated solely to the cause of female 

enfranchisement. What they had succeeded in was creating a large network of women across 

borders and forged an international organization which had its own voice in international 

society. And despite the ICW’s disability to work towards internationally promoting suffrage, 

the organization did continue its work on a wide range of other women’s issues.  

 

Concentrating suffrage efforts through the IWSA  
Because of the inability to agree on the matter of women’s suffrage at the 1899 conference in 

London due to the inclusion of anti-suffragist women in the ICW, two radical left-wing 

Germans, named Anita Augspurg and Lida Gustava Heymann took the initiative to form an 

alternative meeting. The initiative to form an independent organization however, came from 

Carrie Chapman Catt, who proposed that it be held an international women’s suffrage 

conference in connection with the annual National American Woman Suffrage Association 

conference in Washington D. C. in 1902. While the ICW could be described as Stanton’s love-

child, the IWSA was definitively Carrie Chapman Catt’s. And after Utah and Idaho granted 

female suffrage in 1896, there was a stagnation of progress on the American continent, causing 

Catt to have good reason to continue the international work.  

 

Carrie Chapman Catt, who had taken the rains from Susan B. Anthony as president of the 

National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) in 1900, was according to 

historian Edith Hurwitz a “brilliant organizer and administrator”.70 Bosch describes her as a 

modern manager who demonstrated the ability to inspire the movement, and when Carrie 

Chapman Catt resigned her presidency of NAWSA in 1904, she also embarked on her “career 

as the undisputed life and soul of the international suffrage movement”.71 The International 

Woman Suffrage Alliance was the international suffrage movement during the first wave of 

feminism, as the ICW had proven itself conflicted and therefore stifled on the issue – and there 

was no other such organization. While one could describe the ICW as an international 
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“woman’s club”, the IWSA would better be characterized as a “weapon” for suffrage in the 

context of the international women’s movement.  

 

Carrie Chapman Catt’s influence as president of the IWSA and figurehead of the movement 

overlapped with her personal influence. Her suffrage arguments were those of expediency. The 

new era of suffragism, which Catt was a part of, argued that it was the inherent differences in 

women that made their enfranchisement necessary, that women had a duty to contribute their 

“special skills” to the government.72 According to political scientist Ann Towns, Catt promoted 

the view that women were more civilized than men, as well as more civilized than “uncivilized” 

women of “lesser races”. Just like Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton had used 

black women as a tool for argumentation in Revolution in 1868-1870, Carrie Chapman Catt 

used the Negro, the Hindu and the Savage to distance white suffragists from the “less civilized” 

which they were often compared with.73  

 

Furthermore, she also advocated the idea that women were inherently more civilized than men. 

As Towns points out, military service had given men an argument for universal suffrage for 

men, however women were barred for military service. Instead, the argument was that the 

“destructive and selfish capacity of men and the male state” resulted in destructive and immoral 

warfare.74 Furthermore, that European states left with men at the helm, threatened the advances 

of European civilization. Hence, the argument was that women had qualities needed to make 

up for the uncivilized men for the betterment of the nation and the prevention of devastating 

war. An argument well placed in the political tumultuous that was the European political 

climate of the period.  

 

It was with these arguments that the women, who were faced by resistance within the ICW, 

engaged themselves in a new organization. This time concerned with suffrage only. The new 

organization became contested. President of the NAWSA Anna Howard Shaw related that 

“there were even a suspicion that its purpose was to start a rival organization”.75 Tensions were 

sufficiently high, that at the mass meeting of the IWSA in Berlin in 1904, Susan B. Anthony, 

who had worked tirelessly for suffrage rights almost her entire life, was asked by ICW leader 

Lady Aberdeen to not attend the meeting. According to Hurwitz, Anthony, “much to her 
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unhappiness” remained at her hotel and stayed away from the meeting.76 However, the report 

from the Berlin conference shows that Susan B. Anthony led the first meetings. While she 

refused re-election as president, she did remain affiliated as honorary president.77  

 

In preparations of the 1902 NAWSA conference, Catt had sent out questionnaires in order to 

collect information on the status of female suffrage throughout the world. Among the answers 

were reports back from Norway, Denmark and Sweden, alas not Finland. The convention 

received nine guests from other nations, including Mrs. Drewsen from Norway, Mrs. Henni 

Forchammer from Denmark, and Mrs. Emmy Ewald from Sweden.78 Mrs. Drewsen was a 

Norwegian national living in the United States. In her autobiography from 1937 she relays some 

events of the occasion. Mrs. Drewsen was asked by the leader of the Norwegian national 

women’s suffrage association, Mrs. Qvam, to read a report on behalf of Norway – a task she 

initially refused and later described as overwhelming.79 She recounts having to speak to 

senators and congressmen on what voting rights Norwegian women had and how they were 

achieved.  

 

Initially the conference seems to be intended to form a committee which would deal with the 

suffrage question only. It is seen from the reports that Anna Howard Shaw supported the 

formation of such a committee. The committee was comprised of five women including 

Norwegian Mrs. Drewsen. According to Leila Rupp, President of the ICW Mary Wright Sewall 

tried to present the international woman suffrage conference as a “fruit of the ICW”, in attempts 

to dispel that there was a division in the movement. It seems as though the initiative developed 

from conference and committee to the establishment of a separate organization. And the drama 

that ensued by this decision was visible in the events of the Berlin conference of 1904 where 

the International Woman Suffrage Alliance was to be formally established.  

 

Although American President Theodore Roosevelt was ill at the time of the first conference, he 

agreed to meet with the 8 delegates at the White House. Mrs. Drewsen depicts a scene where 

the President is surprised to learn that Swedish women had received voting rights before 

American women. Swedish widowed women were allowed to vote in local elections before 

Sweden had a parliamentary system. The parliamentary system, which succeeded the former 

system of the four estates, was introduced in 1866. During the visit to the White House, 
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President Roosevelt also spoke of how difficult it was to add a suffrage amendment to the 

American constitution encouraging the delegates to continue their fight.80 The congregation of 

international women for the purpose of discussing suffrage must therefore have been interesting 

enough to draw the attention and invitation of the American president. Furthermore, the 

information on the fact that the Swedish women’s enfranchisement predated that of the 

perceived forerunners which were American women, left an altered image of the Nordic 

countries in the mind of the President Roosevelt.  

 

The conference in itself was a series of publics sessions where the reports from around the 

world were read on the state of suffrage their nations, as well as meetings of the delegates and 

committees. Norwegian Mrs. Drewsen recounts being put on the committee in charge of 

creating the Declaration of Principles81, and records show her being put on the committee for 

planning international co-operations as well.82 The conference voted to form a permanent 

organization and set the date for a convention in Berlin in 1904, in connection with the meeting 

of the ICW. 

 

Small players in a high-stake game: Disadvantageous images of Norway “spreading 

like fire in dry grass” 
While the purpose behind the first conference seemed to be a ‘testing of the waters’ - 

simultaneously engaging foreign suffragists with the initiative of suffrage focused transnational 

co-operation as well as calling more attention to the cause at home by hosting an international 

event which received such attention. The election of ageing Susan B. Anthony as president was 

perhaps an indication that there was yet no organization to manage. As Catt had succeeded 

Anthony as President of NAWSA in 1900, Catt would too succeed Anthony as president of 

IWSA in 1904. And while suffragist legend and icon Susan B. Anthony refused re-election as 

president, Carrie Chapman Catt grasped the baton and lead the conference which would 

officially establish the International Woman Suffrage Alliance.  

 

The events of the conference are recorded in the annual report of the Norwegian National 

Women’s Suffrage Association (NWSA) of 1904, penned by suffragist Fredrikke Mørck. As a 

Norwegian representative to international events, and editor of Norwegian women’s periodical 
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Nylænde - she was an active part of the Norwegian suffrage movement. Originally a teacher, 

she became a leading figure in the Norwegian suffrage movement along women such as Gina 

Krog, founder of Nylænde, and Fredrikke Marie Qvam, a Prime Minister’s wife and leader of 

the Norwegian National Women’s Suffrage Association (1898). After the Norwegian 

parliament passed universal male suffrage The Norwegian Association for Women’s Rights 

(1885) split in two fractions over strategy. Out of this, the NWSA was founded under the 

leadership of Mrs. Qvam. The organization also was to be the formal member of the IWSA. In 

the context of the international suffrage movement, Qvam, Krog and Mørck were, in the early 

years, the Norwegians most recurrent in both literature as well as source material.  

  

The meetings held by the ICW a week before the IWSA convention in 1904, surpassed the new 

organization in size, prestige and length of program, but not in press coverage.83 Something 

Norwegian Mrs. Mørck would personally experience herself. A false report in the German 

paper Berliner-Lokal-Anzeiger would be copied by the Norwegian paper VG, and relay a less 

than flattering image of her in connection with an incident where a German suffragist had 

offered to pay five years of Norwegian membership fees, an offer Mrs. Mørck had both refused 

and been offended by. The incorrect portrayal of her and of Norway as a poor country unable 

to pay her own membership fees had “spread like fire in dry grass”.84 The false report was 

supported further by the fact that the Norwegians initially had declined to become members, 

however the cause was misreported. There was a definite interest on behalf of both the host 

country as well as the home-nations regarding the international meeting of the world’s 

suffragists.  

 

The reason why Mrs. Mørck had refused to join the IWSA on behalf of the Norwegians at the 

conference were not the matter of membership fee. In the Norwegian National Women’s 

Suffrage Association’s annual report, she states clearly that the reason was that she needed the 

approval of the other members of the Norwegian National Women’s Suffrage Association. The 

approval came to her surprise in way of an unexpected telegram proclaiming support for 

Norwegian membership by The Norwegian Association for Women’s Rights. This put Mrs. 

Mørck in a predicament, as she was sent as a delegate from the other Norwegian suffrage 

society. She depicts a stressful moment where she and her co-delegates rushed home 

(presumably the hotel) in order to discuss how to approach this predicament. The conclusion 
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ended up being risking the responsibility for an eventual mistake and signing Norway up for a 

membership. In the annual report she pleads to her fellow members of the National Woman’s 

Suffrage Association to keep in mind her difficult position when passing judgement on her 

“dealings” of the situation.85 

 

Reading Mrs. Mørck’s account of the events, it is evident that there was a high level of prestige 

connected to the conference. It seems as if national pride was an essential aspect of their 

emotions when representing their nation in this international context, and that making a mistake 

would cause the greatest embarrassment. Furthermore, it is very visible in the account how 

offended Mrs. Mørck was by the incident where a German offered to pay for Norway. It was 

clear that she did not want to leave the impression that Norwegians were not capable or able to 

take care of their own business. Mrs. Mørck recalls her initial reaction: “I was, for a moment, 

speechless. I was not sure I had heard correctly! Such an indiscretion was beyond my 

imagination”.86 

 

5 representatives from Denmark were also sent to the congress, under the lead of Mrs. Charlotte 

Norrie. When called upon to declare Denmark’s membership into the IWSA, Mrs. Norrie, like 

Norwegian Mrs. Mørck, was hesitant. She spoke to the congregation: “I allow myself to suggest 

that this meeting should be adjourned in order to re-organize once again after the ICW have 

decided on two questions: the vote and the absorption of international organizations in the 

ICW”.87 Danish Mrs. Norris was hesitant to sign Denmark up for a membership that might end 

up double-representing Denmark internationally, and preferred to hold out on an eventual 

decision by the ICW on whether the organization would formally support female suffrage. 

 

Of the 11 countries represented in Berlin, 6 would also share this hesitance, as Switzerland, 

Hungary, New Zealand and Austria would also hold out on signing their country’s national 

organizations up for membership. According to Mrs. Mørck, however, the individual 

representatives were happy to join as honorary members, a personal membership.88 Sweden 

were represented by 6 members, and unlike Norway and Denmark, were not hesitant to join the 

IWSA.  Despite their initial hesitance, Norway and Denmark did sign up for memberships and 
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in 1904, the IWSA officially launched with eight affiliated branches in Australia, Denmark, 

Germany, Great Britain, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden and the United States.  

 

An American Dominated Organization  
While both the ICW and the IWSA were American dominated organizations, the first 

international women’s right’s conference had been held in Paris in 1878. Representatives from 

11 nations were welcomed to the conference by French Maria Deraismes and Italian Anna 

Maria Mozzoni. Along with representatives from other nations such as Sweden, the 

Netherlands, Brazil, Russia and Romania, there was a “cohort” of Americans in attendance – 

including Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s son Theodore Stanton.89 While the French republican 

women’s rights advocates had very much hoped to maintain the symbolic lead of the 

international movement, it became “abundantly clear” that the axis for organizational 

momentum was shifting.90 Karen Offen writes that the torch was now carried by the Angelo-

American world, not only on the suffrage issue, and that its mostly Protestant representatives 

took the lead on moral issues as well.91  

 

The leadership of the international women’s movement is reflected in the state of the 

international hierarchy which dominated the late 19th century and early 20th century Euro-

Anglican world. In majority, the movement was made up of mostly northern and western 

Europeans as well as Americans. This dominance did not escape notice at the time, and at the 

1909 conference in London, an Italian representative described from the perspective of “the 

Latin race” the event as uniting the “Angelo-Saxon race”. According to Leila Rupp this 

tendency persevered for decades, as French Germaine Malaterre-Sellier commented on the 

office of the IWSA that “very often the Latin and oriental elements felt isolated and estranged 

(…) where a spirit predominates that I will call Nordic, for lack of another name”.92  

 

Despite the commonality of language, culture and actual successes of the women’s movements 

of Australia and New Zealand, physical distance might have been a reason for the lack of 

Australian and New Zealand representation in the leadership. Although Australian Vida 

Goldstein was involved in creating the IWSA, acting as a recording secretary at the conference 

in Washington D.C. in 1902, no Australian nor New Zealander would be amongst the leadership 
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of either the ICW or IWSA until 1914.93 In defining the demographic within the international 

women’s movements organizations, Leila Rupp defines “ethnicity” as the “final – and perhaps 

most important – line” when deciding who was “in or out” of the organizations.94  

 

Another defining aspect of the women involved in the international movement was the financial 

ability to travel, as well as social capital that came with being middle to upper-class. 

The international women’s movement was in large part possible because of the economic 

security behind the individuals who made up the organizations. The average international 

suffragist was a woman of European origin who had money, education and time, and she was 

usually middle to upper-class. This was perhaps an additional reason behind the fact that 

Americans and Britons were prevalent amongst the leadership. The class systems in each of 

those countries provided women who were in the positions to travel expensively for months at 

the time, being able to converse in two, maybe even three languages and dedicate all of their 

time to the cause. However, not all countries could provide this type of suffragist, making it 

more difficult for organizations of smaller countries to take part in the activities.  

 

As Ane Høyem writes in her thesis on the Norwegian suffragist’s international efforts, it was 

an economical effort required to attend the 1899 ICW congress in London. In order to send 

prominent Norwegian suffragist Gina Krog to the congress, the Norwegian National 

Association for Women’s Suffrage raised funds through donations, raising 79 Norwegian 

kroner. Krog made sure to express her gratitude: “And despite the sorrow my election provided 

me ahead of my departure (..) I am, to the many unions, who chose me and equipped me with 

money for my journey, deeply grateful”.95 Høyem reflects around the implication that it was 

indeed a strenuous task for the Norwegian women’s movement to send a representative to 

London. It was not until 1906 that the ICW would give women who lead the organization travel 

grants.96 

 

Another issue that was disruptive to the engagement within the international movement was 

that of a language barrier. Higher education, and especially fluency in foreign languages was 

scarce amongst, at least Norwegian, suffragists. It is possible to imagine that Finnish suffragist 

had the same problem and despite being richer and more class divided nations, Danish and 
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Swedish suffragist might experience the same dilemma. According to Høyem, Norwegian 

suffragist perceived the language barrier to be a significant challenge, quoting Norwegian 

suffrage leader Fredrikke Marie Qvam:  

 
When we have been happy enough to catch a suffrage-worker who is on the same time a linguist, 

comes the main obstacle; she must pay her journey and all the expenses for the congress herself. Do 
you believe that we can find many Norwegian Suffragists, that are also linguists and capitalist?97 

 

While the make-up of the IWSA was inclusive of the Nordics in form of culture and aim of 

unity. The size and socio-economic make-up of smaller countries made it more difficult for 

individual actors, which the organization very much relied on, to take part in the same degree 

as its British and American sisters. This fact, in union with the self-evident position of the 

British and especially American women as front-runners, one could conclude that the IWSA 

was representative in spirit more than practicalities.  

 

 

National sections of the IWSA98 
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Between 1904 and 1913, 26 nations established national sections of the IWSA – out of these 

26, five were non-European: The United States, Canada, Australia, South Africa and China. 

These national all shared the history of having been closely linked to the British Empire, and 

all shared the cultural heritage of the British. For example, the report presented to the first 

conference in Washington in 1902 on behalf of the women of China, was written by a Mrs. F. 

L. Whiting. While this project has failed to locate a biography for Mrs. Whiting, one could 

assume from her surname that she was of European origin.  

 

Due to war, no more national sections were established until 1920. And while nations might 

not have had national sections of the organization, they could still be members of the 

organization. Even women whose nation was not a member could sign up as honorary 

memberships. The evidence of some participation despite no official membership is seen in the 

reports of conferences and contributions to the journal published by the organization, however 

the vast majority of work was done by members – and only members could vote within the 

organization.  

 

International sisterhood displayed by enforcing national differences 
Creating united national suffrage organizations had historically been problematic, as different 

tactics and policies had divided camps. In order to create a national section of the IWSA, 

national suffragists were forced into a united front, not unlikely to cause national frictions. 

Consequently, the act of joining an international suffrage organization was not as straight 

forward as it might have seemed. As nations of different cultures, languages, ideologies and 

religions, representing unity was a challenge. Regine Deutch, a chronicler of the IWSA, wrote 

on the Copenhagen conference held in 1906: 

 
The Congress at Copenhagen in 1906 presented, however, quite a different scene. Here for the first 
time, the International Alliance presented itself to the general public, whose interest had already 
been aroused by clever propaganda, and for the first time, business proceedings were blent with 

social activities, which lent future Congresses of the International Alliance their characteristic and 
special charm.99   

 

According to Mienke Bosch, no history is complete without an appreciation of the congresses 

as cultural manifestations of the political ideal of international sisterhood.100 She writes that not 

only the business meeting, but the whole of the congresses “dramatized” the two central ideas 
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of the IWSA: unity and equality. The IWSA conspicuously made visible the differences 

between the cultures of the women who attended, highlighting the differences in dress, 

language, social class, religion and nationality, in order to create the image of unity and equality 

of the women of the world. The IWSA exaggerated these ideas using “a recurring set of gripping 

images around notions of difference”.101 Sometimes, organizers of international congresses 

would ask delegates to wear national costumes.102 Applying the flare of national images and 

appealing to the nationalistic nature of the international society at the time, coincided well. At 

the congress in Copenhagen in 1906, Icelandic Briet Asmundsson received a great deal of 

positive attention for her traditional Icelandic national costume. In fact, her costume received 

more attention that which she spoke.103  

 

Earlier in the international women’s movement, this sentiment of equality and unity had also 

been expressed by ICW president May Wright Sewall, in a letter to Norwegian suffragist Gina 

Krog years before, after the London conference in 1899. In her letter she implores Krog to 

remember that even the smallest of national councils had “the same number of votes as would 

the numerical largest council”, urging her to form a Norwegian association for membership to 

the ICW.104 This image of the international women’s movement as equal and inclusive was 

both correct and incorrect at the same time.  

 

While each national auxiliary of the IWSA were given the possibility to send eight delegates 

each, regardless of the membership count behind the associations, the very nature of 

international co-operation made the effort a deeply unequal one. Suffragists from countries 

which did not speak English, French or German suffered because if it. Associations representing 

smaller nations were more likely to struggle to produce the funds necessary to fund the travels 

and activities. And the weight behind international suffrage “superstars” such as Carrie 

Chapman Catt, who in 1911 were invited to have audience with both the Queen of Denmark 

and King of Norway, could not be compared to that behind most suffragist leaders of other 

nations. And while national differences seemed to be celebrated, it is perhaps a more precise 

claim that they were exotified for the purpose of propaganda.  

 

The symbolic representations of internationalism were functional as a way of forging an 

international “we”. However, placing too much weight on the nationalistic in an international 
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setting would “reveal conflicting conceptions between nationalism and internationalism”.105 

Such an example was the pamphlet written and circulated by deeply nationalistic Norwegian 

Gina Krog to the International Council of Women. The pamphlet, titled A Few Facts from 

Norwegian History and Politics was circulated before the dissolution of the union between 

Sweden and Norway, and was dedicated to “disprove the false reports” of Norway abroad, 

which had led to the “indignation of both women and men”. 106  The pamphlet claims that “In 

Norway, there is a democracy, and a thorough parliamentary system” as well as “Sweden is far 

more politically conservative, and her suffrage is still very limited”.107 The National Council of 

Norwegian Women insinuates here that while Norway is essentially more democratic, 

Sweden’s conservativeness is holding her nation back in the question of female 

enfranchisement.  

 

It is not difficult to imagine that this did not go down well with Swedish suffragists, and the 

incident required the organization to implement stricter rules on what text could be circulated 

within the organization, specifically excluding all: “political and religious questions of a 

controversial nature affecting the inter-relationship of two or more countries”.108 The close 

connection, however, between nationalism and female enfranchisement in Norway is seen in 

the council’s argument in the pamphlet. 

 

The international women’s movement was a forum to express nationalism as well as 

internationalism. In the time period right before the first world war, nationalist tendencies were 

thriving, and national image was sacred.  Nation’s individual characteristics and histories would 

cause conflicts, such as when Gina Krog taunted the Swedes with her pamphlet, or when a 

Danish suffragist living in the recently German captured Schleswig-Holstein made comments 

on the morals of Germans during the Copenhagen congress.109 These characteristics could 

however also be used to the IWSA’s advantage as well, when creating examples of success-

stories in the battle for female enfranchisement. 
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The image of US as the obvious forerunner 
Individual actors played a large part of the organization of women’s activists. The personal 

influence of American suffragist and President of the IWSA Carrie Chapman Catt is a prime 

example, she carried the weight of an international superstar. In transnational civil society 

networks such as the international women’s suffrage movement, a key element is exactly that: 

single actors. Clerk and Glover describes single actors as “individuals imbued with the idea of 

defending the national interest and acting as a diplomatic or semi-diplomatic capacity: strong 

personalities who have been able to use their networks at home or abroad to co-ordinate public 

and private recourses”.110 The international women’s movement were riddled with such 

personalities, and the movement itself relied on them, therefore one should be careful in 

underestimating the influence of the individual actors, their importance and the consequences 

of their actions.  

 

Citizens of the most powerful nations in the world, Americans and Britons were on the forefront 

when it came to the women’s movement. In the international hierarchy of nations, Alexandra 

Gripenberg a prominent Finnish suffragist – placed the United States on top of the list of 

feminist achievements and England in second place, in her book Reform Work for the 

Improvement of Women’s Status published in 1905.111 Her reasoning was that the US, due to 

its liberty and equality, provided women more possibilities in society. Gripenberg celebrated 

American women’s piousness and Christian values and wrote in a letter to Lady Aberdeen after 

a 1904 ICW (International Congress of Women) congress in Berlin that “it could not be 

compared” to the 1899 London conference. This was due to Gripenberg’s perception of 

Germany as a “newcomer” to feminist issues, toying with sexual radical ideas and socialism.112 

Tiina Kinnunen writes that these ideas were “subjective impressions, expressed with the 

arrogance of an upper-class Scandinavian activist”.113 Despite Gripenberg’s arrogance, her 

notions of placement in the hierarchy were not detached from the discourse of the time. Indeed, 

British and American women did make up a large part of the suffragist elite and were among 

the most driving women in the international movement for suffrage rights.   

 

Alice Zimmern, a British suffragist, teacher and translator, wrote in 1912 Demand and 

Achievement, published by the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. The 19-page 

booklet relayed the suffrage-stories of countries still demanding female enfranchisement, and 
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those countries who had achieved them. In this booklet, she clearly positions the United States 

as the place where a conscious movement doubtlessly originated. “…for in a sense it began in 

1787 with the beginnings of the constitution”, she writes, pointing to the sentiment in the U.S. 

constitution promising liberty and prosperity to ‘the people’. 114A sentiment, that initially was 

not meant to include neither women nor blacks, which would later be used as an argument for 

the inclusion of both in civil society. The U.S. constitution would not only inspire the 

constitutions of European states such as France and Norway, but also the ‘constitution’ of the 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance.  

 

The Declaration of Principles formulated in Washington in 1902 and confirmed in Berlin in 

1904 was initially formulated in English.  And it was agreed that the English and German 

versions should be regarded as the official Declaration of Principle.115 

 

 
Figure 1: From the International Women’s News Centenary Edition 
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It is worth noting the obvious influence of the United States in this declaration. The influence 

is visible, not only in its explicit reference to the inalienable rights proclaimed by the American 

Declaration of Independence, but in the composition of the entire document, as well as the fact 

that it was formulated initially in English. Furthermore, it states that all “civilized” nations of 

the world accept that “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” are inalienable rights, indicating 

that those nations not adhering to the cultural heritage of the European enlightenment are 

uncivilized.  

 

The image as the United States as the obvious forerunner on female enfranchisement is further 

enhanced by a very special gift, given by American Carrie Chapman Catt, to the IWSA. In the 

Annual Report of 1904 by the Norwegian National Suffrage Association, the event, taking place 

at first meeting of the congress in Berlin in 1904, is depicted. The gift was a gavel, a small 

wooden ceremonial mallet, which was mostly used in U.S. courts and legislatures. The intention 

was that it be used as a part of the organizations work. The writer of the Norwegian Report, 

describes the gavel as such:  

 
However, it has a historic significance in that it was fashioned from wood which had grown in the 
forests, and of silver which was mined from the mountains of Wyoming, the first state in the United 

States, where women received full equality with men.116  

 

In the 1904 meeting in Berlin, the opening speech was held by honorary first member American 

Susan B. Anthony. She held a “exquisitely eloquent, witty, calm and pompous-free” speech 

about the beginnings of the fight for the vote in America concluding with that 4 out of the 45 

states of the United States had achieved suffrage.117 While the IWSA was promoted and 

announced as an international effort, where all nations had equal standing and equal say, it is 

evident that the United States was in lead, both in the practical sense as well as the imagery of 

the IWSA.  

 

While the international movement was a collaboration across nationalities, the leadership of the 

international movement remained American until Lady Aberdeen of Great Britain became 

president of the International Council of Women in 1904. British women were close behind the 

Americans in leadership of the organization – and the second most influential individual in the 
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international woman’s suffrage movement after the deaths of Stanton and Anthony, was 

arguably Millicent Fawcett – leader of the British National Union of Women’s Suffrage 

Societies (NUWSS). In 1906, at the Copenhagen conference, she ensured that militant suffrage 

societies could not become full members of the IWSA and that militant tactics would not be 

endorsed by the organization.118 She was also the co-recipient, along with Carrie Chapman Catt, 

of a gift of flowers given to the leaders of the movement by Finnish Alexandra Gripenberg. The 

gift was given at the 1906 Copenhagen conference as thank you for the work done by American 

and British suffragist which had helped Finnish women gain the vote the same year.   

 

Getting the message out there: congresses, periodicals and diplomatic travel 
One of the most impactful activities done by the IWSA was arguably the arrangements of grand 

international congresses in European cities. By creating great “spectacle” – the congresses drew 

the attention of both press and politicians - and the congresses became a forum in which 

propaganda was relayed. Furthermore, they would be the arena where Carrie Chapman Catt 

would use her role as President of the IWSA to hold speeches which would fashion images of 

nations as more or less civil and progressive based on their progress in enfranchising women. 

The congresses would also become a forum which enabled national representatives to imagine 

their own nations in the context of progressiveness.  

 

While the ICW would let the international congresses in the hands of the national sections, the 

IWSA were themselves responsible for the arrangements, and the congresses were “a mammoth 

undertaking”.119 As the organization grew, congresses required increasingly numbers of rules 

and regulations for proceedings. The congresses operated with three different languages and 

differing customs of national sections could at times cause conflicts.120 The first two 

conferences were much smaller than the following conferences, lasting only days and lacking 

the same ceremonial flare and social-events that would later develop.  

 

The congresses drew interest in the nations in which they were held. President of the Danish 

Women’s Suffrage Society, Mrs. Nørlund, wrote in the second publication of Jus Suffragii on 

the Congress held in Copenhagen in 1906: “The meeting of the International Suffrage Alliance 

has been a great benefit to the suffrage work in Denmark, the public opinion is now on our 

side”.121 A not altogether unbiased exclamation from the President of the Danish Woman’s 
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Suffrage Society, however an indication that whatever the impression left, the efforts made by 

holding congresses, did not go unnoticed. This was some of the strategy behind the conferences, 

and the location of where the congress was to be held usually coincided with legislation being 

up for debate nationally around that same time. The third conference had been located in 

Copenhagen because Denmark was the only Scandinavian country which had granted no form 

of suffrage to women.122 For a small nation like Denmark, this sort of international attention 

was not insignificant.  

 

Another forum for the circulation of information put out by the IWSA came in form off a 

periodical titled Jus Suffragii. The first edition published in august of 1906 was only sent to a 

few members, and therefore is not available in the collections of the periodical. The remainder 

of the 1906 publications were from October to December. It was published every year between 

1906 and 1914, usually every month. The publication was a forum for women to be a part of 

and involved in the international efforts despite not having the means to travel abroad. Initially, 

it mostly consisted of reports from each country on the state of the woman question in their 

own countries. The paper was published in English and French, and its subscribers were (due 

to relatively high costs) mostly national suffrage societies.  

 

According to Leila Rupp, the journal strived to ‘meet multiple needs’ such as reports on 

international conferences, information about other transnational organizations, articles about 

the birthdays or deaths of prominent women in the membership ranks, reports on substantive 

issues, news of the activities of the League of Nations, as well as ‘the ubiquitous reports’ from 

national groups.123 As well as publishing reprints of articles of national publications, the journal 

encouraged the reprinting of their own publication into other publications.  

 

The purpose behind the journal, or paper, was multiple. In 1906 communication was difficult, 

especially across national borders. “For all who subscribed to or borrowed these papers, the 

experience of reading brought them into contact with the international women’s movement”124 

writes Rupp. It is indeed a sobering statement, in view of how much more difficult it was in 

1906, for a woman to take part in not only national concerns, but international endeavours at 

all. For a woman living in a smaller town in countries like Norway or Finland, lacking the 

means for international travel, the journal was indeed perhaps the only opportunity to take part 
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in such an international movement. The paper made it easier for women of means as well, to 

communicate in a time where railroads and steamships could only take you so far – using 

considerable time.  

 

A second purpose was engagement - as Rupp writes, the journal not necessarily a ‘passive form 

of involvement’.125 Jus Suffragii would function as a forum for debate and the exchange of 

opinion across international borders. Letters to the editor and ideas of improvement were a part 

of the fabric of the journal, and the development of it was dynamic. Rupp writes that “the 

alliance journal in particular printed questionnaires on topics of international interest, inviting 

responses on such subjects as suffrage, women’s employment, women in dentistry and women 

typesetters”.126 Rupp credits a third purpose to the journals produced by the international 

women’s movement, which is collective identity. Though the work these women from different 

backgrounds formed a collective identity - a form of least common denominator.  

 

Another important activity done by the members of the IWSA was that of diplomatic travel. As 

an influential single actor, IWSA President Carrie Chapman Catt would be a prominent figure 

in the international suffrage movement. Her celebrity and fervor, in combination with her 

connections and affluence would make her a guest to people at the highest levels of society. 

After the Berlin congress in 1904, she was received by the German Empress at the Royal Palace, 

where she among other activities attended a magnificent garden party held by German 

Chancellor von Buelow.127 The tour continued with visits to Berlin club women as well as 

Professors at German universities.  

 

Before the Copenhagen congress in 1906, Mrs. Catt arrived in Denmark three months early. In 

June, she and two companions traveled to Norway. On her way back from Norway, she learned 

that she had been invited to an audience with the Queen of Denmark. According to Catt 

biographer, when Catt learned that she was going unaccompanied, she also realized that Danish 

suffragists were relying on her to spark a polite interest by the Queen in the congress.128 The 

two women talked for an hour, where the Queen of Denmark expressed her opinion on militant 

suffragists, claiming that one could not judge an entire movement on the actions of radicals. 
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The Queen also expressed regret that due to court mourning (due to the death of the King) she 

could not receive delegates from the Alliance.129  

 

At the 1906 congress in Copenhagen, Mrs. Kramer suggested that the IWSA should procure 

prominent lecturers for countries that would wish one. Thereupon, Norwegian Mrs. Qvam 

promptly invited the President to spend a winter in Norway, “to strengthen her nerves after this 

year’s and meeting’s efforts in the cold, but pure Norwegian air, in order to assist, by her 

presence, Norwegian women’s effort to attain their civil right to vote”.130 Mrs. Chapman Catt 

agreed to travel to Norway the next year. Sweden, Italy and Hungary also expressed their wishes 

for a visit from Mrs. Catt.  

 

International travel by individual actors would be an elemental part of the operations performed 

by the IWSA. By holding speeches, conducting meetings and other activities, the suffragist 

would create attention and move the international a little closer to home. National governments 

would welcome them and simultaneously boast about their own nations while taking in the 

message conveyed by the visitor. In this balance of representing the nation to the world, the 

world’s influences were seeding into the nation though this type of activism as well. And the 

visits from influential single actors probably made an impact on smaller nations like the Nordic 

countries.  

 

Civility, progressivity and status: Female suffrage as nation building 
In her book History of Women in America, Carol Hymowitz credits New Yorker and Susan B. 

Anthony-follower Esther Morris with the victory of female suffrage in the state of Wyoming. 

According to Hymowitz, Morris convinced Wyoming legislators that granting women the vote 

would help “in the fight to establish law and order in the barely civilized territory”.131 It seems 

as if the woman question was connected to both progressivity and civilization from the start. 

And those places in “most need” of such things – the periphery of the “civilized” Western world 

– were the first to implement it. As some U.S. states were beginning to enfranchise women, 

similar developments were unfolding across waters on the other side of the globe.  

 

                                                
129 Peck 1944:149 
130 Qvam, Fredrikke, Beretning fra Stemmeretsalliancens Møde i Kjøbenhavn 1906:14 «… for i dets kolde, men 
rene luft at styrke sine nerver efter aarets og mødets anstrængelser og ved sit nærvær hjælpe norske kvinder til at 
faa gjennemført sin statsborgerlige stemmeret» 
131 Hymowitz 2011:184 



 38 

Newer perspectives on suffrage history in New Zealand depicts the enfranchisement of New 

Zealand women as being used as a badge of progressiveness. And that women’s suffrage 

became the central “show piece” and a sign that New Zealand was at the vanguard of 

democracy.132 In her conclusion, McDonald argues that in a wider perspective on New 

Zealand’s history, the story of suffrage and New Zealand’s transition from colony to nation is 

intertwined and “the gendered work of nation building”.133 

 

Female suffrage as a civilized social policy is also a theory supported by Australian historian 

Audrey Oldfield. She also describes granting Australian women the vote as an experiment by 

the Australian legislators. An experiment which goal was to “break free of the old model and 

ask was best for the colony” and for “the new nation”.134 An Australian legislator Dr. Edward 

Stirling spoke to the South Australian parliament in 1885: 

 
 It would be another creditable page in the record of South Australia if from the legislature of this 
distant colony there should proceed yet another measure based upon equality and justice which 
should serve as a precedent for the law-makers of other countries, whom we were usually 

accustomed to imitate rather than to instruct.135 

 

As Oldfield points out, Stirling saw the granting of the female vote as a way to enhance the 

status of Australia in the eyes of the world. Hence, one could argue that the Australian situation 

and experiment was similar to that of New Zealand, and that women’s enfranchisement was 

indeed a gendered work of nation-building. This was a sentiment similarly expressed by a 

member of the Norwegian Liberal Party Johan Theodor Lund in 1890. He argued that Norway 

could enhance its international standing by granting women the vote.136 The idea as women’s 

enfranchisement as a sign of civilization and progressivity was a narrative which would be 

promoted by both suffragists as well as Liberal Party men and other sympathizers as the 

organized fight for women’s suffrage continued throughout the Western world.  

 

There seems to be both similarity and difference between the Australasian nations and the U.S 

states when it comes to why female enfranchisement was introduced as early as it did. And one 

of the biggest differences was perhaps their status, as well as their aim for status. While the 

states were a part of an already high-status federation, the Australasian nations were a part of 
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the British Empire, an inherently different political position. Furthermore, it seems that the 

motivation behind enfranchising women might have been more motivated by nation-building 

aspiration in Australia and New Zealand than it had been in the U.S. states.  

 

In the report prepared for the first international woman’s suffrage conference in Washington, 

Carrie Chapman Catt referred to the difference between her own country and old Europe: 

 
 It is well known that new countries are far more free from the mandates of custom and 
conventionality than old ones; and that dissenters from established usage are far more willing to 
adopt new ideas and extend liberties, than those bound by traditionary beliefs. (…) That liberty has 
continued to grow until unquestionably American women are less bound by legal and social 
restrictions than the women of any other country, unless we except progressive Australia and New 

Zealand.137 
 

Here, she does not only position the United States of America as the obvious front runner on 

women’s equality. She maintains the image of the Australasian nations in the manner which 

Stirling envisioned it, as progressive nations which could be made examples of.   

 
One of the most defining differences between the Nordic countries at the brink of the 20th 

century was arguably their status as sovereign states or not. While Sweden and Denmark 

enjoyed full autonomy, Norway and Finland were not independent nation states in the same 

respect – and their status in the international hierarchy was arguably closer to non-existent in 

comparison. Voting rights for women could function as a part of a nation building effort in the 

two countries. As Blom writes: nation building “was an impetus for women’s claims” in 

Norway and Finland.138 In Finland, female suffrage was a part of a comprehensive fight to 

liberalize Finnish political institutions as well as fight the threat of Russification by the Tsar.139 

 

In Norway, the connection between nationalism and the suffrage movement was a strategy 

spearheaded by Fredrikke Qvam. She was convinced that the struggle for women’s political 

rights should be merged with obligations related to major national issues and that the two 

mutually reinforced each other.140 This was the strategy which left Fredrikke Qvam at the head 

of the suffragist movement in Norway up until 1907. In 1905, when a referendum was held on 
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the subject of Norwegian independence from Sweden, women were excluded from voting. This 

caused Fredrikke Qvam to activate her vast network of women in order to present to parliament 

a petition signed by nearly 250,000 women in favor for independence in a nation of 2 million 

people. The impact of this effort is referred to by Hageman as the turning point on the 

Norwegian suffrage campaign.141 And when Norwegian parliamentarian men finally agreed 

that census based female suffrage was beneficial to the nation – the enactment of the Norwegian 

suffrage bill of 1907 would not only be turning point in women’s struggle for universal female 

suffrage in Norway. It also was to be a turning point within the IWSA of who was in the lead 

to be followed by others.  

 

Concluding remarks   
The IWSA was a forum which operated as a third party in national society which challenged 

the status of suffrage by engaging in a three-point war of information with the national and the 

international. Influential single actors succeeded in establishing an organization which 

spearheaded the suffrage cause in the international context. This organization became a forum 

for the exchange of ideas, information and propaganda which supported the cause, while 

simultaneously functioning as an arena where nations could imagine themselves in the 

international hierarchy.  

 

The strategy behind the organization seems to have been twofold. One strategy was to use the 

weight of “internationality” in order to influence politicians on the national level. By organizing 

women on such a large scale, managing an international political organization of such a size, 

the women affiliated showed by example what a woman would do in practice. Furthermore, it 

is probable that the influence of a prominent American or Briton, despite her womanhood, had 

impact on smaller Western nations such as the Nordic countries – especially in combination 

with organized international activism. Moreover, bringing international attention to the cause 

seemed to cause attention nationally – seen in the invitation to the White House in Washington 

D.C. and a breaking news story in a German newspaper.  

 

The other strategy was arguably to promote or enhance the status of suffrage itself. By creating 

an audience in form of national attention – a forum was created for the circulation of ideas and 

information. The chapters that follows will show that this forum was taken well advantage of 

in regard to the attempt to enhance the status of female suffrage. We can see from the early 
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images painted by IWSA president Carrie Chapman Catt that she used New Zealand, Australia, 

and most commonly The United States as examples of nations that were progressive and 

civilized because they had suffrage. In her argumentation, female suffrage was symptomatic of 

a progressive and civilized nation.  

 

The role of the Nordic countries was at first no greater than that of any other small nation 

member of the IWSA. No other nation could measure up to the perceived progress or status of 

the United States or Great Britain, the Nordic countries’ role in the organization seems to have 

been nothing more than ordinary membership. Along with other members, delegates from the 

Nordic countries submitted reports, made suggestions and voted on issues. Along with other 

nations the Nordic countries took part in the “display of internationalism”, however, the Nordic 

countries did not seem to have more influence in the early organizational structure nor imagery 

than any other members. This would soon change as the Nordic countries saw many 

developments in their suffrage legislation in the years to come.  
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Chapter 3: Making the Nordics an Example to the World 
 

We are indeed indebted to men and women in several European countries for the privileges which 
we now possess. But from no other country in the world have we received the inspiration in our 
work which we have received from the United States; to no women in the world are we so indebted 

as to the women of your country. Those great and noble pioneers, and their fervent struggle – how 
they have inspired us and awakened our enthusiasm! That assiduous work year after year, - how it 
has strengthened our hands! That glorious example (...)142 

 

For many years, the United Sates had been in the lead concerning women’s rights. Above is an 

excerpt of a telegram signed “Gratefully and fraternally yours, Gina Krog”, which illustrates 

this. It was sent from Norway to the very first congress of the International Woman Suffrage 

Alliance (IWSA) in Washington in 1902. Norwegian women had recently won municipal 

suffrage and the eligibility to municipal office. Norwegian suffragists had been using the 

enfranchisement of women in Wyoming, Colorado, Utah and Idaho to promote suffrage in their 

own country. Hungarian suffragists had been grateful for the example of Australian women, 

whose enfranchisement had proved that women had not been compromised by attaining the 

right to vote in an election. Before Finnish women were enfranchised in the spring of 1906, 

only four American states, Australia and New Zealand had been eligible for setting an example. 

Still, Krog’s hopes were that any progress could serve as an “impetus” or an example for others 

to use to push the women’s cause to victory. 

 

The engagement in the international suffrage movement served many purposes. The main 

purpose was to promote the suffrage cause internationally in order to push legislation on a 

national level. We saw in the last chapter that this purpose was perhaps what inspired the 

international movement by hands of American suffragists. Using the international forum to 

promote the idea of suffrage as something progressive and civil by the usage of examples. These 

examples could be based in arguments on morality of women or the progressiveness of the 

nations which had enacted female enfranchisement. We saw this example in Carrie Chapman 

Catts speech in the last chapter – where she spoke of the progressiveness of the enfranchised 

nations of New Zealand and Australia.  

 

Examples have significant power to influence. They can serve as illustrations and well as proofs 

and role models to emulate. Examples are rhetoric or communicative tools that are created and 
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examples that are created to illustrate or substantiate a point, often become a norm, a pattern 

for emulation.143 Constructing images of nations goes hand in hand with creating examples to 

follow in the context of female enfranchisement. These notions could be made by an external 

actor such as the individual actors of the IWSA, or feminists and public speakers, such as Gina 

Krog, imagining Norway as an example for other nations to use.  

 

This chapter will examine what competing images and examples were created of the Nordic 

countries within the forum of the IWSA and how these images and examples changed over 

time. Thus far, the images presented within the IWSA were those of a united international 

sisterhood band together under the leadership of progressive America. However, after 

legislative progress was made in other nations, these images needed to change - and the obvious 

examples of nations of whose example to follow needed to change as well. As time went by, 

neither The United States nor Britain was the obvious example to follow, and in this chapter, 

we will see how the IWSA dealt with changes in the order of suffrage accomplishments. 

Furthermore, we will see the development in strategy in the propaganda relayed by the 

organization in the time between the third conference in Copenhagen in 1906 and the fifth 

conference and first quintennial in London in 1909.  

 

The surprise of the Finnish victory 
At the time of the establishment of the IWSA, Finland had been a relatively anonymous nation 

in the context of the international suffrage movement. There had been sent no report to the first 

conference of the IWSA, and prominent Finnish suffragist leader Alexandra Gripenberg had 

been, much like other ICW women, opposed to the establishment of the IWSA as large. While 

the Baroness Gripenberg was an influential single actor representing Finland in the ICW – the 

organization would not accept Finnish membership due to the fact that Finland was a duchy of 

the Russian Empire rather than an independent nation. Nor did Finland have a national section 

of the IWSA until 1911. However, when Finland achieved home rule and at the same time 

introduced parliamentarism in 1906 – another piece of surprising legislation followed – namely 

women’s suffrage on equal terms with men´s.  

 

Finnish historian Irma Sulkunen describes the enfranchisement of Finland as “surprisingly 

rapidly and almost unnoticed”.144 In Finland, the Women’s Rights Federation devoted to the 

suffrage cause was established in 1892. In 1899, however, the Finnish Labour Party decided to 
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work towards universal suffrage for all Finnish people, men and women, over the age of 21. 

According to Ida Blom, it would be sensible to see this as a consequence of Finnish women’s 

important role in securing the family economy, continuing “rural perceptions of gender” into 

the industrializing nation.145 While the Labour Party promoted universal suffrage, the Finnish 

Temperance Movement also supported voting rights for both men and women, and Sulkunen 

points to the importance of having two independent organizations supporting female suffrage 

at the same time in the efforts towards female enfranchisement. In this sense, women’s suffrage 

was seen as a nation building act by the Finnish Labour Party, and during the revolutionary 

fervour of 1906, the Tsar granted Finnish political claims, within which lied the claim for 

female enfranchisement.  

 

While female enfranchisement was what the IWSA strived for, it seems as if the Finnish 

enfranchisement of women came as a surprise for the organization’s leadership. While New 

Zealand and Australia had enfranchised women at the same time as the American states, Finland 

was now the first nation to achieve progress in the midst of the suffrage movement’s “dry-

spell”. Some months after the enfranchisement in Finland, the IWSA conference in Copenhagen 

was held in August of 1906, and in her President’s address, Carrie Chapman Catt addressed the 

events which had altered the lever of progress. 

 
These events of the past two years are sufficient evidence of progress to satisfy the most relentless 
and ambitious one among us, but something greater than all this has happened. We have been like 

an army climbing slowly and laboriously up a steep, difficult and rocky mountain. We have looked 
upward and have found uncertain stretches of time and effort between us and the longed-for summit. 
We have not been discouraged, for behind us lies fifty years of marvellous achievement. We have 
all known that we should reach that goal, but we have also known that there was no way to do it but 

to plod on patiently, step by step146.  

 

In this first part of her speech, she metaphorically compares the American suffrage movement 

to an army which had waged a long war, and its women as hard-working – waiting patiently 

for the fruits of their labour. She continues this previous narrative of American women being 

leaders both practically and symbolically of the suffrage movement. This is opposed to the point 

she further relays, where the efforts by Finnish women are arguably down-played.  
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Yet suddenly, almost without warning, we see upon that summit another army. How came it there? 
It has neither descended from heaven, not climbed the long hard journey. Yet there above us, all the 

women of Finland stand today. Each wears the royal crown of the sovereignty of the self-governing 
citizen. Two years ago, these women would not be permitted by the law to organize a woman 
suffrage association. A year later, they did organize a woman suffrage committee, and before it is 
yet a year old, its work is done.147  

 

One could argue that there is a detectable bitterness in the President’s address. That while 

American women have fought patiently for fifty years, Finnish women were practically given 

the vote. The historical narrative of “being given” the vote it found in the historiographies of 

New Zealand and Australia as well – and we see here that much like New Zealand’s Agent-

General to London depicted New Zealand’s women’s enfranchisement as “a benign gift of a 

Liberal Party government to women who had neither agitated nor particularly sought it”148    

 

Chapman Catt creates a similar picture of Finnish women. In Finnish historiography too, one 

theory of why Finnish women won the vote as early as they did was that women afforded the 

vote as the result of men’s hard work to gain universal votes for men – as well as a theory that 

Finnish women’s enfranchisement was accidental.149 Keeping the Australasian and Finnish 

women within this gift-theory, perhaps afforded Catt with the opportunity to still paint 

American women as symbolic leaders, and that the achievements of other nations were 

inherently achievements made by the movement. Catt continues her speech, addressing Finnish 

women in particular.  

 
To all other lands, we have said: “Let us help you”; to the women of Finland, we must say: “Come 

and help us. You have won your victory more easily than you can possibly know. Do not forget the 
army struggling upward.” Do they ask “How can we help?”, we answer: By making your suffrage 
worthy of the best and highest womanhood; by insisting upon honesty and nobility in your politics; 
by forgetting personalities and petty things, and clinging always to the high ideal; by proving that 

politics does not demoralize the home, but that the home ennobles politics; by demonstrating that 
the mother is a wiser parent when she is likewise a free citizen, and lastly; by showing that the home 
is indeed a “Unit of society”, a “Bulwark of a nation’s greatness” when within it there is a queen as 
well as a king, whose sceptres are of equal power.150 
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We see from this excerpt that not only does Catt perpetuate the idea that Finnish women won 

easily, she instructs them on how they are to use this new privilege, somehow continuously 

placing herself in a higher moral position – perhaps as a mother – carrying the torch of the 

movements founding mothers.  

 

An unworthy example? 
After the enfranchisement of Finnish women in 1906, Norwegian suffragist used their example 

in their own national efforts. Addressing the Norwegian parliament, Norwegian suffragists had 

used Finland as an example, referring to Finnish men as showing “magnanimity” and being 

“understanding of modern claims”.151 A strategy which was especially constructed in order to 

influence a young and small nation-state. However, despite the Finnish example being used in 

the Norwegian context, Norwegian suffragists strategy did not seem to match that of the IWSA. 

In the age of nationalism – the political exchange and transfer of ideas were not extinct – 

however, nationalism shaped the scope and prosses of the transfer. The imagined 

“incompatibility” of foreign models when it came to national traditions and morals made it 

necessary for opinion-leaders and policy-makers such as the leadership of the IWSA to find 

rhetorical strategies for marketing political transfers as compatible with national identities and 

traditions.152 In the context of suffrage, the IWSA needed to find an example in a nation which 

fitted the criteria for marketing such a successful foreign model. In the President’s Address at 

the Amsterdam conference of 1908, we see the awareness of this in the words of Carrie 

Chapman Catt. 

 
Long before, four of the United States of America, New Zealand and Australia had conferred full 
suffrage upon women, but everywhere opponents persistently refused to admit that these gains were 
important. They declared these States and Nations had had no history and gave no assurance of a 
stable future; they said they were too new, their population too small, their people too impulsive and 

irresponsible for their acts to be taken seriously.153 

 

 

When Finland achieved universal suffrage for women in 1906, the IWSA had for the first time 

an example in an old European nation, however, we will see that the Finnish example was not 

made a “spectacle of” within the forum of the IWSA. What is interesting concerning the 

Copenhagen conference, is that while having achieved this massive feat of universal suffrage 

                                                
151 Jus Suffragii April 1907:5  
152 Rosland 2017:197 
153 Report on Amsterdam Conference, 1908:61 



 47 

in such a short time, Finnish women were not given any extra time to present their reports. In 

fact, since both Annie Furuhjelm and Baroness Gripenberg had prepared reports, they had to 

share the 20 minutes allotted each nation. The Russians, however, were granted an additional 

15 minutes of speaking-time, because it was a “point of great interest”154. What this interest 

was, was not specified in the minutes. However, it is deductible from both Carrie Chapman 

Catt’s biography, as well as her allotment of speaking-time for the Russians, that her personal 

sympathies lied with the Russian cause.155  Due to Chapman’s personal influence in the 

women’s movement overall, this might have had an effect on the business conducted within the 

IWSA – and subsequently resulted in Finland not being afforded the same courtesy.  

 

The lack of attention towards of the Finnish “victory” might have been caused by several 

reasons, however the most probable seems to have been because of its political instability.   

Despite the newly established Finnish parliament, Finland was still under the rule of the Russian 

tsar, and therefore not an independent nation. It is visible in Chapman’s speech that this is a 

fact she is well aware of as she continues her speech: “The act, giving full suffrage, including 

eligibility to all offices, has been bestowed upon them (…) and the Czar has approved the 

message”.156 This image of Finland as a puppet of the Russian Empire is painted two years later 

at the conference in Amsterdam as well: 

 
When Finland startled the world by its bold demand for equal suffrage for men and women, the 
opponents, with quick and ready wit, found excuses to belittle the act and minify its influence. “it is 

true” they said, “Finland is old enough and has a creditable history, but its people are in a state of 
revolution; what the Czar has given, he may take away. We shall wait.157 

 

Here, Catt not only continues the narrative of Finland as unstable and not actually as politically 

autonomous as the creation of a parliament would indicate. And if fact, the Russian Empire was 

governed by a stricter rule than most other nations in Europe, leaving much political power to 

the inclinations of its rulers. It is very possible that the leadership of the IWSA, along with the 

rest of the world, did not consider the political situation in Finland to be stable – or at least not 

stable enough to actively strategize as the suffrage movements new “glorious example”. 
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What Catt also does in this narrative is speak out loud aspects of what gave nations status in a 

time period which was very much under the influence of nationalism. Finland is both “old 

enough” and with a “credible history” – and despite Finland not being a proper candidate for 

setting an example – these qualities were an aspect of a nation that could be. The problem the 

United States, New Zealand and Australia faced in the international hierarchy was the fact that 

they were new nations – and that these new nations were not suitable to set an example for the 

old world. As Ann Town writes: “the fact that suffrage was granted in three new states gave 

rise to doubt among those of the old world of the desirability of this measure”.158 Hence, the 

IWSA was very much in need of an example which was both part of the old world as well as 

politically stable.  

 

The narrative of Finland as an unworthy example is continued in London in 1909. In her 

president’s address, after giving a significant part of her speech to the attention of the situation 

of Russian women, she moves over to the case of Finland.  
 
In Finland it cannot be said there has been a reaction, but rather a misfortune. Three years ago, when 
we welcomed the newly enfranchised women of Finland, we and the world were amazed at the 

leniency which had been manifested towards this land by the Russian Government. Evidently, it 
repented soon, for it was not long before the old habit of meddlesome dictation began again…159  

 

Catt attributes the enfranchisement as being a result of leniency of the Russian government, as 

opposed to the efforts made by the Finnish people. Furthermore, she more or less explicitly 

questions the independence of Finland’s parliament altogether. One could argue that his way of 

portraying Finland, underplays the nation’s influence significantly. At the beginning of her nest 

speaking point she uses the transition “In happy contrast to the Russian conditions”, as if she 

places Finland in the “Russian category” and not its own “Finnish category”. 

 

It seems that throughout the time period of 1906-1909, the image of Finland is continuously 

declining within the forum of the IWSA. From the initial surprise of their enfranchisement in 

1906, though their insufficient status as an example in 1908, to the figurative surrender of the 

nation into the hands of the Russians in 1909. We see that despite being the first historically 

valid European nation to universally enfranchise women and making women eligible for 

election, Finland did not fit the criteria for neither the international society nor the IWSA for 

setting an example for the world to follow.  
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Norwegian women win more than a vote 
Until the national enfranchisement of Norwegian women in July of 1907, which also was census 

based, the submissions to Jus Suffragii concerning Norway, Sweden and Demark is tedious 

depictions of petitioning Swedish women, Danish women’s meeting and Norwegian party 

politics. Additionally, the journal printed a fair share of practical information on the political 

systems and state of suffrage in their respective countries. In the June edition on 1907, the report 

from Norway relays that a parliamentary committee had published an extensive report on the 

issue of women’s suffrage. It further says that a discussion on female suffrage bill would have 

to wait until next year (1908), because municipal elections were to be held in 1907. The report 

put forth, however, was positive to women’s suffrage, and an excerpt of the report was reprinted 

in Jus Suffragii read as such: 

 
The Committee’s majority thinks it rational and natural that women believe that the interests of the 
community will be best furthered if they too gain the same facilities of exercising power over the 
state-affairs which men have now. In those states where the people’s sovereignty is acknowledged, 
a vote should be given to all those who are qualified to exercise the suffrage in a way that may 

promote the growth and development of society. To exclude such, only on the ground of their sex, 
is not only an injustice to those affected, but it is a loss to the community, which is entitled to help 
of all the forces it can command. The question is now before us whether women have the necessary 
qualification for making a profitable use of the vote, and this question, according to the opinion of 

the Committee’s majority, may be answered in the affirmative.160 

 

What the publication of this report in the international organ does, is not only the painting of 

the politicians of Norway as woman friendly. The report itself portrays female enfranchisement 

as something that would benefit society at large, and that depriving the community of the 

benefits brought on by female votes would be a loss and injustice. Furthermore, that according 

to Norwegian politicians, women have the necessary qualifications for voting. As an official 

report by a government committee, it was very much beneficial in promoting female suffrage.  

 

Mrs. Mørck, the submitter of the Norwegian report, further writes that the Norwegian 

newspapers were full of women’s suffrage after the publication of the report, and that it had 

awoken much discussion. The report depicts an excited atmosphere as tensions on the question 

of suffrage rise. “So you see we live in a very exciting time” Mrs. Mørck writes, “We 

Norwegian suffragist will, in case of rejection, feel slighted and injured”.161 The Norwegian 
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women would not be disappointed for in the 1907 July edition of Jus Suffragii, the first thing 

that hits the eye on the front page are the words: “HURRAH FOR NORWAY!!!”162  

 

The partial enfranchisement which was bestowed upon Norwegian women was relayed by the 

report in Jus Suffragii. While the report is permeated by a discontent that the enfranchisement 

is not universal, the general sentiment conveyed is one of hope and celebration. “…we have the 

joy of bringing the first glad tidings to many other countries and of announcing them our 

victory, which is at the same time their victory”.163 Here as well is the notion that the victory 

of one nation is the victory of others, and that Norway was now an example for others to follow. 

The report also pledges that while a victory in won in Norway, Norwegian women will not 

dissolve their woman’s associations and continue to take an active part in the international 

women’s movement.  

 

At the IWSA congress which would follow this event, preparations were made in a very 

different fashion than in Copenhagen in 1906. In planning the conference in Holland in 1908, 

Chapman Catt wrote to Norwegian Fredrikke Qvam, communicating her intentions of giving 

Norway a special place in the conference. Catt pondered giving a special report on Norway 

titling it “A Triumph of Justice” writing to Qvam that her presence at the conference was of 

great importance: “You are out chief heroine for this meeting”. 164 Catt also requested that the 

Norwegian government send an official envoy to the congress, a request Norwegian Prime 

Minister complied with – as the conference report from Amsterdam lists Gina Krog as a 

representative appointed by the Norwegian government. Australia and the enfranchised state of 

Utah sent official envoys to the conference as well.165  

 

In the report on the fourth congress in Amsterdam, there is a description of the great stage the 

meetings were held from. “Elaborate and tasteful” decorations were, among other things, the 

flags of the twenty nations represented at the conference, with the “flags of Norway, Finland 

and Australia being conspicuously placed in the center”, so that “special honor might be done 

the full suffrage countries”.166 In the welcome address held by Dr. Aletta Jacobs, she welcomes 

these special delegates with “great appreciation”. She continues with pointing out that they were 

the first government delegates that had responded “favourably to our appeal” and that other 
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nations “may be taught the lessons of their experience”.167 We see in Dr. Jacob’s words that 

recruiting governments to take part in the promotion of suffrage seems to part of IWSA strategy.  

 

Dr. Aletta Jacobs continues her speech by thanking those who have set examples for the rest of 

the world. Starting with the National American Woman Suffrage Association, calling it the 

“mother of all the different associations in all the different countries”.168 Also gives her 

appreciations to the nations of Australia, New Zealand, Norway and Finland who despite having 

won the battle, still engage themselves in working internationally for the enfranchisement of 

the women of the world. After Dr. Jacobs’s welcoming address came Carrie Chapman Catt’s 

President’s Message. She uses colourful and emotive language, comparing the political event 

of signing the Magna Carta to the enfranchisement of women. She points out that the Magna 

Carta did not only create change in England but was adopted in some was by all the nations in 

the world, building her argument that the enfranchisement of women would too be a political 

revolution of the same calibre, worthy of inspiring the world.  

 
We may make it also a day of rejoicing for at no time since the movement for the enfranchisement 
of women began, have its advocates had so much cause for self-congratulation as now. The 
International Woman Suffrage Alliance met in Copenhagen twenty-two months ago, and, in the brief 

time which has elapsed since then, the progress of our cause has been so rapid, the gains so 
substantial, the assurance of coming victory so certain, …169 

 

Catt paints the image of the international suffrage movement as being on a fast-moving 

trajectory, and the IWSA as the undeniable catalyst for the changes. She continues her speech 

by pointing out examples of the substantial gains. Making a special example of Norway, and in 

her introduction, we see the realization of IWSA strategy. From her podium, in front of 

international delegates, she paints her listeners a picture: “In 1907 Norway granted full suffrage 

rights and eligibility to women upon exceedingly generous terms”170. This picture, however, is 

not actually true. Not even in the context of their time. The Norwegian’s had not granted women 

full suffrage rights, it had granted some women full suffrage rights – and not upon exceedingly 

generous terms. There is nothing to suggest that the Norwegian voting terms for women were 

more generous than those of Finland. We see here, that Catt uses some creative liberties in 

forwarding her argument which could signify that it is a deliberate strategy.  
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The differing approach to the Norwegian and Finnish nations is depicted in the President’s 

addresses of 1906 and 1908 – and thereby the treatment of the two nations as possible examples 

– is clear from these excerpts. They only serve to support the theory that Chapman Catt did not 

see Finland or did not trust the international society to see Finland – as an old and stable nation. 

Although Finland was old, it was not sufficiently stable. However, win the Norwegian win – 

the IWSA finally had a nation which was both part of the European “old-world” as well as – 

despite the recentness – independent. Considering the new nation-state’s history as having been 

under leadership of the other Scandinavian states for several hundred years – Norway also 

sported a relatively clean slate reputation wise. Norway was perhaps a perfect example for the 

IWSA to work with - as well as a willing participant in the international suffrage movement.  

 

“To one who has observed the attitude of nations toward our cause, this act of the Norwegian 

Parliament meant far more than an isolated victory.”171 Carrie Chapman Catt preaches from her 

pulpit at the international conference in Amsterdam in 1908– imagining Norway’s actions of 

enfranchising women as more valuable to the cause than all of those before, and a worthy 

example for other nations to follow. In her President’s address in London in 1909, she continues 

the narrative.  

 
I merely add the comment that the establishment of woman suffrage in that grand young empire of 
Australia and in that stable old country of Norway, are worth more to this cause to-day than all our 

organizations put together; and all the arguments, all the eloquence, al the fighting strength of the 
whole suffrage movement. They stand like mile-posts pointing the way to every other nation (…)172 

 

 

How she depicts Norway is in contrast to the image of Australia. Painting Norway as old and 

stable, two main prerequisites for respect in a nationalistic international hierarchy, gives further 

weight to her example of the nation’s victories as significant. It is an insight into how much 

weight Catt puts into the use of other nations as examples, giving victories of individual nations 

more credit in furthering the cause than the collective efforts of the movement. Rather than 

portraying them as the results of these collective efforts, she uses their victories as a rhetoric 

tool in her speech, marking the nations themselves as mile-posts.  
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Who is most eager to play? 
It was not only women who wanted the vote who could benefit from the international forum 

which they had built. As well as being a venue from which to promote suffrage, it was also an 

arena where nations could represent themselves. And while single actor representatives had 

been a part of the organization from its inception – representing and creating images of their 

nation in the forum of the IWSA – the conference of 1908 was the first with governmental 

representatives. In comparison to the other Nordic nations, Norway was in a very special 

position. While Iceland and Finland were still under a “foreign crown”, Denmark and Sweden 

were already established nation-states with a place in international hierarchy. Norway, on the 

other hand, was a brand-new nation – seeking to find its place in the world.  

 

Halvard Leira writes in his chapter of Norway’s formative years, that the fact that Norway was 

such a small country “was seen as necessitating a focus on acting in a way that could enhance 

its status”.173 After Norway’s independence from Sweden, there was disagreement whining the 

Norwegian government on how Norway was to be represented abroad, where some expressed 

the wish to not take part in the “game of great powers”. What the Norwegians wanted was to 

change the rules of the game – in order to re-order the rank systems of status – thusly gaining 

higher status for Norway.174 Sending an official delegate to a conference of the international 

suffrage movement could be seen as an example of this ambition. While Leira’s chapter is 

concerned with the Norwegians establishing themselves internationally as leaders on peace and 

justice – women’s rights fit well into his analysis. Not only were women in this time often 

portrayed as more peaceful by nature, the suffrage movement had also been branded as a 

movement for justice. It seems as if the Norwegian state, not unlike New Zealand, deliberately 

used female enfranchisement as a part of their nation-building efforts.  

 

As Leira explains in his chapter, Norway was too small to engage in alliance politics and war 

– furthermore, the new country did not have sufficient financial capital or turnover in order to 

substantiate the spending which would be required to participate in the game of the great powers 

– where spending money a venues such as gentlemen’s clubs and expensive embassies were 

part of the deal. Nor did Norway have a representative nobility such as many other European 

nations – including Sweden and Denmark. Leira characterizes Norway’s foreign policy as a 

self-serving project, imagining the nation as a moral pioneer at the vanguard of civilization – 

promoting peace, justice – and as we see from the participation in the IWSA – possible women’s 
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suffrage as well. It is not unlikely that the Norwegian state engaged themselves in the 

international suffrage movement in efforts to brand themselves as moral vanguards in order to 

achieve higher status.  

 

It served the IWSA well to have official government delegates present at the international 

women’s conferences in order to give the status of suffrage a heightened sense of importance 

and validity. Ane Høyem reflects on a similar thought in her thesis, when she suggests that 

Fredrikke Marie Qvam’s placement in the arrangements of the fourth conference in London in 

1909, might be because she was there as a representative of the government of Norway, rather 

than a representative from the Norwegian National Women’s Suffrage Association175. Qvam 

was also one of eight women pictured on the printed programme for the conference, alongside 

figures such as President Carrie Chapman Catt and reverend Anna Shaw. Creating images of 

the organization backed by national governments fitted well with IWSA strategy as we saw 

when Dr. Aletta Jacobs welcomed the governments representatives.  

 

Since Norwegian Fredrikke Marie Qvam was an official government representative, her speech 

is therefore Norway’s official foreign policy strategy. Taking the stage in London in 1909, she 

spoke the following.  
 
We ought also to remember, that Norway is the first sovereign state, that has given women the 

political suffrage. And now Norway says to the other Sovereign Countries: Follow out example! 
Make the women of your countries free Citizens.176 

 

An akin phrase of “Norway is the first sovereign state” is one much repeated in texts on the 

enfranchisement of Norwegian women177178179180181. And we see that this narrative was 

promoted by Fredrikke Marie Qvam within the forum of the IWSA on behalf of the Norwegian 

government itself from the start. An image which would last – painting Norway as a forerunner 

on women’s suffrage and women’s rights.  
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A turning-point in the history of suffrage? 
In order to enhance the power behind suffrage – it was beneficial to both parties to promote the 

nation promoting suffrage as well. By promoting Norway’s status, the IWSA could reinforce 

Norway’s power in setting an example for others to follow and in return enhance the status of 

suffrage itself. One could describe the arrangement as a symbiotic relationship. Therefore, when 

time came to celebrate the event of the Norwegian enfranchisement, we see that Carrie 

Chapman Catt in her President’s addresses did not hold back on the flattering language. 

Speaking of the enfranchisement of women in Norway which she also had characterized as “full 

suffrage rights”, which they were not. Catt also painted a picture of the impact the Norwegian 

win had had on the world’s perception of suffrage for women. 

 
The sum total of the gains for woman suffrage was at last acknowledged to have weight. It was 
conceded that the movement had made progress, and almost immediately, public sentiment assumed 
a new attitude towards it [women’s suffrage]. (…) and I venture the prediction, that, when the final 
chapter of the history of women suffrage shall be written, it will record that the enfranchisement of 

the Norwegian women marked a decided turning point in the struggle.182 

 

Catt attempts to brand the Norwegian win of 1907 as a “turning point” in the struggle for female 

enfranchisement - this was arguably premature even for 1908. Norwegian women themselves 

did not see the partial enfranchisement of women as a turning-point, as is evident from their 

own report in Jus Suffragii after the event. “(…) we never advocated this reform” the report 

reads “and to-day’s debate in the Storthing as not altered our opinion”. The report quotes 

Fredrikke Marie Qvam in expressing her thoughts on the new legislation: “Yes I rejoice over 

what we have just gained, but we must continue our work”183. The pictures painted by the 

Norwegians themselves do not place the same significance to the achievement as Catt does in 

her speech. And in fact, the Norwegian suffragists who were also active in the IWSA, had 

always advocated suffrage for all women. 

 

In the historiography of the Norwegian suffrage movement, Gro Hagemann calls the 1907 

enfranchisement as a mile-stone in the Norwegian suffrage movement – as well as an important 

step which caused international celebration.184 Kari Melby characterizes the events 1907 as a 

turning-point as well, arguing that the enfranchisement acknowledged that women were 
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citizens, though not in line with men.185 This is confirmed by Fredrikke Qvam in her 

contribution to the August edition of Jus Suffragii – where she writes of a meeting of the 

Norwegian Council of Women, “now justly called The Women’s Storthing”, which had a 

special character now “after the recognition of women as citizens”. Norwegian contributions to 

Jus Suffragii for the remainder of 1907 are preoccupied with the efforts to extend the 

enfranchisement to include all women. The Norwegian actors themselves characterized the 

partial enfranchisement as a “victory”186, however it is evident that they communicate quite 

clearly within the forum of the IWSA that it is not a full victory – nor is it seen as the date when 

Norwegian women were enfranchised in the historiography of the women’s movement – but 

rather as a step on the way towards Norwegian women’s enfranchisement.  

 

In their article187 Larsen and Øksendal show that the 1909 election which followed the 1907 

enfranchisement debuted more female votes than the election which followed the full 

enfranchisement of 1913. And that the 1909 election was a break-through for Norwegian 

women as a political resource. Additionally, they argue that the historiography of Norwegian 

suffrage has been too caught up in the national narrative, causing dates like 1905 and 1913 to 

overshadow the importance of other events such as the 1907 enfranchisement.188 Whether or 

not 1907 was a turning-point in the history of suffrage, the event was a significant break-through 

and turning-point in the history of Norwegian suffrage.  

 

One could perhaps also characterize the 1907 amendment to Norwegian law as a great 

inspiration in the international women’s movement – and a brilliant new example for the 

utilization of IWSA strategy. One could argue that the 1907 enfranchisement was a tuning-

point in the strategy of the IWSA, and the organizations history. And Norway with its status as 

an independent nation and the fact that its history reached iconic Vikings, lent Carrie Chapman 

Catt ammunition which with she could add flavor to her speeches.189  

 

Carrie Chapman Catt is not only generous with imaging Norway, in her speech in Amsterdam, 

she paints images of Sweden and Denmark as “intelligent and progressive” – as well as claiming 

that “in actual gains the Scandinavians are in the lead”. Sweden was early out with municipal 
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voting rights for women along with England.190 However, Denmark did not have municipal 

suffrage until 1908 – and only women of Finland and some women of Norway had the right to 

vote in national elections. One could argue that the Australasian countries were just as 

acclaimed suffrage wise.  

 

 “All honor to that noble race!”191 Catt exclaims in her speech, as she places the efforts and 

achievements of the Nordic countries together as a collective win of their “race”. Repeated 

again one year later in London: “Considering the achievements of Norway, Sweden, Finland, 

Denmark and Iceland I think we must give especial honour and the first place to the 

Scandinavian race.”192 It is interesting to note that while Finland alone was not considered a 

valid example – and the status of Iceland was arguably not enough to shift IWSA strategy either 

– by placing all the Nordic nations into one Scandinavian melting-pot and branding them 

collectively by their individual achievements strengthened their example. By constructing the 

idea of a progressive block of nations – the IWSA had a stronger example to market to other 

nations.  

 

Concluding remarks 
The development in images of the Nordics as a whole is very much influenced by the change 

in strategy by the IWSA. The way the Nordics are portrayed in the President’s Address in 

Copenhagen in 1906, where they are only briefly mentioned and referred to as the “Northern 

Monarchies”193 is in great contrast to only two and three years later when the Nordic nations 

take up several pages of the speeches. We see that the Finnish enfranchisement was not used 

by the IWSA as a substitute for America or Britain as forerunner on women suffrage. However, 

a shift in strategy by the IWSA occurred after the partial enfranchisement of Norwegian women. 

As a part of strategic status building on the part of the Norwegian government, as well as the 

strategic utilization of the Norwegian enfranchisement on the part of the IWSA, the two actors 

engaged in a symbiotic relationship where both parties benefitted from the construction of 

images of Norway as a forerunner with regards to women’s political rights. It also seems as if 

IWSA strategy attempted to brand the Nordic countries as one progressive package in order to 

have a stronger “model” for the transnational transfer of women’s suffrage. 
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Chapter 4: Showcasing Suffrage and State 
When the sixth conference of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) was held in 

Stockholm in 1911, it would be the third conference in which a Norwegian woman would serve 

as a representative of the Norwegian government. The Scandinavian example was now an 

established narrative in the imagery of the IWSA, and a chosen model for political transfer. The 

sixth conference was the first conference held in Scandinavia since the Copenhagen conference 

in 1906, which had predated the Norwegian enfranchisement. The tours taken by IWSA 

president Carrie Chapman Catt though the Norway and Denmark before reaching the 

conference’s host city of Stockholm, would prove as perfect forums for the national 

governments to perform their suffrage policies in the presence of an international audience – 

contributing not only to the status and image of women’s suffrage, but the status of the nation’s 

itself.  

 

In the previous chapter, we saw that a motivation behind the participation by the Norwegian 

government in the IWSA could be linked by Norway’s nation building aspirations and status-

seeking. Furthermore, that the Scandinavian nations might have benefitted from each other’s 

progress in the narrative of Scandinavians as progressive, despite only two of the five Nordic 

nations194 having achieved the franchise before the outbreak of the First World War. We saw 

that Finland had been included in the Scandinavian narrative in previous speeches by Carrie 

Chapman Catt in the President’s Address – which makes the terms Nordic and Scandinavian 

overlapping in the context of the IWSA in the time-period between 1906-1909.  We also saw 

that a “Nordic bloc” was constructed as a part of IWSA strategy in order to have an appropriate 

model for policy transfer. 

 

Policy transfer is one of the three aspects of the theory of policy mobility introduced for this 

thesis – the other two are learning and educating and extrospective showcasing. Learning is 

defined as “a knowledge acquisition process”195 and educating as “the steering of learning 

towards a particular desirable ends”.196 Extrospective showcasing is how “local policy actors 

showcase their work and locality to audiences elsewhere, often drawing on wider informational 

infrastructures to do so”197This chapter aims to use the theories of policy mobilities to analyse 

the images and imaginings of the Nordics within the forum of the IWSA in the time period after 
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the fifth conference in London in 1909 and the outbreak of world war in 1914. How did the 

imagining of the Nordics develop during this time, and what image was the world left with 

before the outbreak of World War I?  

 

The mobility of the policy of suffrage was the goal of the IWSA, and the transfer of suffrage 

policy was what the organization worked towards. We will see in this chapter that the 

Norwegian state engaged in the performance of the learning and educating process of policy 

mobility, where Norwegians were the example of a successful pioneer of women’s suffrage – 

a position which Norwegian politicians were keenly aware of.198 Furthermore, we will see that 

the Norwegian state engaged in extrospective showcasing – where the state, by engaging in the 

IWSA conference - promoted not only suffrage, but also Norway.  

 

This chapter will engage itself with the discussion on Norway’s status-aspirations in the early 

20th century. While Halvard Leira’s focus is ‘Norway and peace’, this chapter will draw on his 

conclusions in order to analyse ‘Norway and women’ within the context of status-aspirations. 

Leira argues that Norway’s identity was that of a nation run by peaceful representatives elected 

democratically by a peaceful people. This chapter argues that “women” as a political entity had 

in the rhetoric of the women’s movement been branded as more peaceful than men, and 

therefore fits well into what Leira characterizes as Norway’s “status-enhancing policy”.199   

 

Another discussion this chapter engages in is that of the active use of Norway as an example in 

an “old-world” superpower such as Great Britain. Sissel Roselands article analyses the effects 

and shortcomings of the Norwegian example. Which we will see was an example which IWSA 

president Carrie Chapman Catt used her rhetorical skills to promote within the forum of the 

IWSA. 

 

Welcome to Scandinavia, Mrs. Chapman Catt 
The Sixth Conference and Congress of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) 

took place in the banquet hall of the Grand Hotel in Stockholm between June 12th and June 17th, 

1911. As IWSA strategy was to use the conference as suffrage propaganda in order to push 

through national suffrage legislation – the decision to place the conference in Stockholm was 

not arbitrary. In the February 1911 edition of Jus Suffragii, a call to the sixth conference is 

motivated. 
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The Swedish Government (…) has the suffrage question under consideration. A well-attended 
conference, with reports showing the increase of sentiment throughout the world, and with 

authoritative statements concerning the benefits of woman suffrage in operation, will perform a 
service of lasting value to the whole movement.200 

 

The call is signed by the leadership of the IWSA, with president Carrie Chapman Catt as header. 

The arrival of the IWSA president had been “widely heralded” and before Catt reached Swedish 

soil, she was received in Copenhagen and Christiania. In Copenhagen, she had been received 

with national honours by cabinet ministers and foreign legations. In Christiania, Catt had been 

met by a former Prime Minister and an official address of welcome by the government as well 

as being received by Kind Haakon VII of Norway.201 The September edition of Jus Suffragii in 

1911 depicted the scene as such: “…and when Mrs. Catt visited Kristiania the member of the 

government paid homage to her as if she had been a reigning queen.”202 The Norwegian 

government did not seem to let this opportunity to showcase their enfranchised nation slip by 

them.  

 

The day after arriving Christiana, the IWSA president was a distinguished guest as a luncheon 

held at Voksenkollen. She was seated with former Prime Minister Gunnar Knudsen who, in his 

speech, welcomed Mrs. Catt and her traveling companion Mrs. Hay to Norway. In her response 

to the former Prime Minister, she thanked him for making sure of the dispatching of a 

Norwegian governmental representative at the earlier conferences in 1908 and 1909. In addition 

to having sent official government delegates to the IWSA conferences in Amsterdam (1908) 

and London (1909) – the Norwegian government had engaged in another international women’s 

rights forum, the International Council of Women (ICW). In 1909, the government granted 

1500 kroner in order to enable a delegation to travel to the quinquennial ICW congress in 

Toronto. Besides Norway, only Sweden and Denmark granted funds on order to represent 

internationally in this context.203 

 

That same evening at the Grand Hotel in Christiania, Norway’s present Prime Minister Mr. 

Konow welcomed Catt as the international leader of the movement which “we in Norway are 

proud to have promoted”.204 In his speech of welcome, Prime Minister Konow spoke of how 
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Norwegians and the U.S. were connected though the many emigrated Norwegians, and rendered 

homage to Mrs. Catt as an example of “a high model of American woman, who for generations 

has shown to the world the perfect image highest and noblest human qualities”.205  

 

The Norwegian Prime Minister’s speech reads as a conscious engagement in the rhetoric of the 

woman’s suffrage movement and is an example of manifested Norwegian foreign policy. After 

flattering words directed at Mrs. Catt and the American suffrage movement, he turns to 

Norway’s role in the matter.  

 
We Norwegians consider it as an honor to have been in the front of the movement of giving political 
franchise to women. (…) If you ask me: What is your experience? (…) I am glad to answer: Within 
all parties and all fractions with us there is an overwhelming consensus of opinion that we have been 
right, that we have moved in the right direction.  

 

Prime Minister Konow paints the image of Norway at the front of the movement and places the 

new-born nation state in a position where the rare experience of having enfranchised women 

could provide Norway with a position of educator. In the context of policy mobilities for this 

thesis, educating is defined as the steering of learning towards a particular desirable end. 

Pursuing the promotion of woman suffrage “in the name of justice, freedom and progress”206 

as Prime Minister Konow spoke to the gathering at the Grand Hotel, was an opportunity to 

change the state of the game. By showcasing the enfranchisement of women, the Norwegian 

state arguably attempted to augment the standard of rank on hierarchical international society 

by making woman suffrage a policy which signified civil and progressive states. As we saw in 

the last chapter, there was an ambition on behalf of the Norwegian state to alter the existing 

game of power politics into a more differentiated arena in which a small nation such as Norway 

could compete. If the cause of women’s suffrage became a standard of rank in the international 

hierarchy, Norway’s status would be enhanced by being a forerunner.  

 

While the progressive status of women seems evident in hindsight, the trajectory of the 

women’s suffrage movement was not granted. In 1911, the Swedish government created a 

public commission which produced the report On the Development and Application in Foreign 

Lands of the Idea of Women’s Political Suffrage. The report concluded that while women’s 

suffrage was applicable to states in the making, it was not valid for established states with 
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developed political institutions.207 Norway was, despite its long history and European locality, 

a new nation state. And while it was the example the President Catt and the IWSA has chosen 

to promote, Norway’s youth and size worked in its disadvantage. In 1910, Norway’s example 

was dismissed in the British parliament, due to its model being inappropriate for Britain due to 

its size.208 According to Ann Towns, the shift in the norm concerning women’s suffrage as a 

standard of rank in international hierarchy did not happen until the enfranchisement of several 

“civilized” states after the First World War.209 According to Roseland, however, the example 

succeeded in creating an illustration of a nation which did not experience the horrendous 

consequences which were imagined as a result of female enfranchisement, but rather to the 

contrary. The Norwegian example thusly functioned as an illustration and a partial model of a 

successful implementation of women’s political rights.  

 

One could perhaps describe promoting women’s suffrage as fiercely as Prime Minister Konow 

does in his speech in 1911 as daring. Perhaps too daring for himself even. In the September 

edition of 1911 Jus Suffragii, a scene is depicted from the Norwegian parliament where 

conservative opposition leader and future Prime Minister Mr. Bratlie warns of the dangers of 

universally enfranchising women too fast. The report reads: “The Government was mute. Even 

Mr. Konow, who made such a brilliant speech for the cause when Mrs. Catt was here, said 

nothing”.210 It is possible that Prime Minister Konow took Mr. Bratlie’s warning to heart in this 

scene, however, it is also a possibility that the fierceness he relayed in his speech was a 

conscious attempt to marked Norway to the President of the IWSA, rather than personal 

conviction. Mr. Bratlie’s warning however, echoed that of the Finnish and Australasian 

women’s reputation of having achieved suffrage without fighting for it. The report reads: 

 
The conservative leader Mr. Bratlie, pointed out that Norway as a pioneer country of this cause had 
the duty of being very cautious; any impatience might hurt the cause. The men’s fight for universal 
suffrage had lasted a hundred years; the women should not profit by getting it almost without 
struggling for it.211  

 

It is evident from Mr. Bratlie’s warning, that the Norwegians were aware of their position as 

imagined forerunner on women’s suffrage. Furthermore, that is was a sensitive position which 
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needed careful managing – as to not leave Norway and Norwegian women with a 

disadvantageous reputation.  

 

A royal seal of approval 
Not only was President Catt and her traveling companion Mrs. Hay received by the Norwegian 

government – they were received by the King of Norway. Haakon VII was married to the British 

born Queen Maud, sister of reigning King George V. During the 1909 IWSA conference, the 

Norwegian Queen had sent a greeting to the conference, leaving President Catt the opportunity 

to announce to a large crowd the support of a Queen. The greeting had been quoted in many 

British news-papers under headlines such as “Queen of Norway and Women’s Suffrage”. The 

publicity of royal support was hardly insignificant, and such as in 1909, the meeting between 

IWSA President on an official IWSA tour of Scandinavia and the Norwegian King in 1911, 

arguably created further images of Norway as progressive on women’s issues.  

 

A story told by Carrie Chapman Catt which she had head during the visit to Norway was printed 

in a Belfast news-paper in 1911, and it depicted the Norwegian Crown Prince Olaf. The news 

article titled “Prince Olaf and Women’s Suffrage” told the story that on a trip to England at the 

age of seven, the young Prince heard people talking about women’s suffrage upon which he 

asked his mother: “Why does Uncle George not give the vote to women of England and save 

all this trouble, as we have done in Norway?”212 The story was told at a banquet given for her 

in honour of the fourth of July at the Garden Club Coronation Exhibition in London after the 

Stockholm conference.213    

 

Monarchy was perhaps one of the oldest and most dignified institutions in pre-war Europe, and 

this had not been the first time the IWSA president had used images of royalty to support her 

cause. During the London conference in 1909, referring to the birth of a crown princess by the 

Queen of the Netherlands, that “even Nature conspired to aid the women movement”, which 

led to the joyous agreement of the convention to have Dutch Dr. Jacobs sent the Queen a 

telegram of congratulations on behalf of the Alliance.214 

 

The Norwegian royals were however not the only Nordic royals to show their support. Before 

the conference in Copenhagen in 1906, President Catt had been invited to the Danish palace to 
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meet with the Queen of Denmark, where the Queen expressed sympathies with the cause.215 In 

the 1908 President’s address held at the Amsterdam conference, Catt could also report that the 

Danish King216 had congratulated Danish women on their municipal enfranchisement and 

avowed “his sympathy with the step which had been taken”.217 A year after the Stockholm 

conference, at the opening of the Swedish parliament by the King in 1912, his majesty spoke 

from his throne to the men governing his people:  

 
The change in the Franchise Law concerning the elections to the Second Chamber had abolished the 
hitherto existing, electoral inequality based on the economical conditions of the citizens. But women 
are still lacking the most important of a citizen’s rights. Justice as well as the interest of the State 
requite that this wrong should be redressed. Therefore it is my intention to present to you during this 
session of Parliament a Bill proposing to change the election law to the effect, that women may 

obtain suffrage and eligibility for Parliament on the same conditions as men.218  

 

As Norwegian historian Sissel Roseland reflects in her paper on the British suffragists use of 

the Norwegian example, the image of Norwegian royalty as suffrage friendly displayed a world 

where women’s suffrage was not seen as something radical and extreme, but rather as 

something natural and common place.219 While her article deals with Norwegians only – this 

project shows that this conclusion concerning royalty support and image fits all the Nordic 

countries with the exception of Finland. Royal support did not only benefit the nation(s) which 

strived to be perceived as a forerunner on women’s political rights, it also benefitted the 

reputation and status of suffrage. And both nation and the IWSA did not hesitate to use the 

royals for propaganda purposes.  

 

An imagined future and an imagined front runner 
After Christiania, President Catt and her companions travelled to Stockholm for the main event. 

“The whole city knows something important was going to happen” writes the conference 

chronicler, depicting a scene of flowers, dinners and speeches and American and Swedish flags 

hanging together.220 Just as Prime Minister Konow had made sure to praise American women 

in Christiania, the President of the International Woman Suffrage Alliance was celebrated as 

an American – rather than simply an international representative – in Stockholm as well. This 
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is perhaps a symptom of the fact that while Scandinavians were imagined as forerunners on 

women’s political rights within the IWSA – the organization was still dominated by Americans 

or “Americanness”. And Carrie Chapman Catts personal influence was perhaps enhanced in the 

small Scandinavian states by the fact that she was an American.  

 

And American Mrs. Chapman Catt seemingly had not let go of her own image of America as a 

forerunner. While she had in her Presidents addresses hailed Scandinavians nations as woman 

friendly and “given the first place to the Scandinavian race” – she had simultaneously kept the 

U.S. and Australia up as the future of the world – both new nations competing with 

nationalism’s tenant of validity due to age and history. In the London conference in 1909, she 

had imagined Australia as a “grand young empire”221. Two years later, in Stockholm, a new 

IWSA strategy becomes apparent: 

 
It is impossible to think of that far-off future without bringing to mind an antipodal empire, that 
island, continent, our best beloved suffrage achievement – Australia. Old monarchies may scoff at 
its newness, but look to its future. (…) Asia held the cradle of civilization; Europe was the teacher 

and guide of its youth; but its manhood is here. (…) As Europe supplanted Asia, so it is not only 
possible, but quite probable, that Australia (…) may yet supplant Europe as the leader of 
civilization.222 
 

While Scandinavian nations are promoted in order to have an appropriate model for political 

transfer, President Catt imagines that a new nation of Australia may be the future “empire”. As 

Leira argues that Norway aimed to alter the game of foreign politics in order to be able to 

compete fairly223, Catt imagines a world where newer nations such as Australia and The United 

States are at the helm of civilization.  As neither nation could compete against a thousand years 

of national history of the European states, it is possible that Catt, too, was aiming to alter the 

standards of international hierarchy. This further supports the theory that the IWSA strategy 

was to market the Scandinavian bloc as an appropriate model for the “old world”, while 

American Catt imagined her own country as amongst the leadership of the new, progressive, 

and modern future. And by extension, making women’s suffrage a core tenant of the markings 

of a nation of the future.  
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The President’s Address moves on to Scandinavia and Norway. “I wish every doubting Thomas 

could see what I saw in Norway”, Catt speaks and urges: “More than all else, I wish the 

Parliaments of all nations could pay that country a visit”. She tells the crowds that the Prime 

Minister of Norway assured her that while the four political parties of Norway differed widely 

in a great many issues – women’s suffrage was not one of them. “Norway presents an ideal 

example of Woman Suffrage in practice, and it is an achievement of which we may boast with 

no reservation of doubt”.224 It seems as if the Norwegian strategy of showcasing its suffrage 

policy within the IWSA reaped what it aimed to sow – the acquisition of the image as a 

forerunner and example for other nations – promoting not only their policy, but their locality.   

 

President Catt continues her speech by drawing on Scandinavia’s long history – and excusing 

those Scandinavians still opposed to women’s suffrage from the narrative of Scandinavians as 

progressive, brave and modern. Specifically aimed at a Swedish Professor whom had argued 

during suffrage debates while the conference was taking place that women’s suffrage was a fad 

and that “We have permitted this movement to come thus far but we shall allow it to go no 

farther”.225    

 
The Scandinavian peoples represent a race which does not forget that its ancestors were Vikings, 
who sailed the seas without chart or compass. There are modern Vikings in all these lands as 

fearlessly ready to solve modern problems as were those of old. It is unlikely that all the people were 
bold and courageous in those ancient times. There were undoubtedly pessimistic croakers who 
declared the ships would never return, that the men would be lost at sea, and that the enterprises 
were foolhardy and silly. It is the antitype of this class which we find in the university professor, but 
we recall that it is the Viking who are remembered today.226  

 

Visible is the awareness surrounding the fact that the standards of international society did not 

yet recognize women’s suffrage as indisputably modern and progressive – and that many agreed 

with the Swedish university professor. She turns this fact into an opportunity to praise 

enfranchised nations as “bold and courageous” who were, without compass, ready to navigate 

into modernity.  
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“United front” policy at display in Budapest 
Between the Stockholm conference in 1911 and the Budapest conference in 1913, there was a 

sense of urgency amongst Norwegian suffragists on behalf of the potential new suffrage bill 

which would universally enfranchise women – enabling Norwegian delegates to arrive in 

Budapest as representatives of a nation which had enfranchised men and women equally. And 

on the 11th of June 1913, the question of universal suffrage was raised in parliament. While 

there was usually a debate before voting – this day was an exception. Foregoing debate, all 

members of parliament voted “aye” on the issue of universal suffrage for women over the age 

of 25. At the same time this event was witnessed by Gina Krog and several other leading 

suffragists from the gallery – Fredrikke Marie Qvam in transit to the 1913 IWSA conference in 

Budapest.227  

 

Ahead of the Budapest conference, the Norwegian government had appointed Gina Krog and 

Fredrikke Marie Qvam as official representatives on behalf of the Norwegian state. The 

appointment was sought after by the international suffrage movement, and in April of 1913, 

Carrie Chapman Catt had sent Qvam a letter requesting confirmation that Norway was sending 

official representatives. “I sincerely hope to see you in Budapest”, writes Catt, “No convention 

would seem right without you. I also hope we shall have a goodly number of women of high 

official position for they count for a great deal in a country like Hungary”.228 The Norwegian 

authorities confirmed the appointment on the 15th of May, simultaneously granting the two 

delegates funds for travel, board and lodging for their trip to Hungary.  

 

It was Qvam who held the official report on Norway, which was later printed in French, English 

and German and sold for 2 pence each to raise funds for the IWSA – the argument behind 

printing the Norwegian report was that the report was so excellent that those interested in 

suffrage should have the opportunity to delve into it.229 According to linguist Tønnesson, in a 

book on the rhetoric of the Norwegian women’s movement, Fredrikke Marie Qvam appears as 

a stateswoman in this report. He argues that the speech should be read as on behalf of the 

Norwegian government.230 In front of the international crowd in Budapest Qvam opens her 

speech with the following words: 
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In Norway we go forward quietly, perhaps too slowly, but we are making progress constantly and 
with great aim: To make man and woman equal citizens working honestly and faithfully for home 

and country. Whenever we find an obstacle in our way, an old barrier that has kept women 
handicapped, we struggle until we have removed it.231 

 

This is a noteworthy beginning of an official speech representing the Norwegian government if 

we draw the line back to the warning issued by Mr. Bratlie in the aftermath of the Stockholm 

conference in 1911. Mr. Bratlie, a conservative, who had served as Prime Minister in Norway 

until January of 1913, had previously warned to the silent Norwegian members of Parliament, 

against moving too quickly in the possess of women’s rights. And while the present Prime 

Minister was the Liberal Party’s Gunnar Knudsen – Mrs. Qvam’s phrasing could perhaps be a 

symptom of the Norwegian reputation management strategy. The image left by Mrs. Qvam of 

Norwegians as quiet, persistent, honest and faithful – struggling almost gracefully and dignified 

towards equality for women and men – is that of a united Norwegian front, undivided by gender, 

aiming towards gender equality. Manoeuvring between being perceived as too lenient and 

radical, while still maintaining forerunner status.  

 

The previous narrative as women’s equality as being a battle fought between men and women 

had now taken different form. In 1913, the government-endorsed speech spoke of the 

Norwegian men in a different manner – leaving quite a difference image – creating a stronger 

political effect internationally. The report on Norway printed in the official report on the 

Budapest congress of 1913, is a long list of Norwegian women’s legal accomplishments, 

summing them up thusly: “Everywhere we see the endeavour of our Government and 

Parliament to place woman on the same footing as man.”232 Women’s suffrage was no longer 

a woman’s fight. As the Norwegian report could conclude in Budapest, originally printed in 

italics: “(…) we succeed completely. All our political parties endorsed universal political 

suffrage for women.” 

 

The Norwegian report was printed and circulated specifically for educational purposes, and 

Norway takes on the role as educator. The report reads almost as a “how to guide” in legislation 

concerning women’s rights and equality promotion, in combination with showcasing of 

successful implementations of said laws and regulations. The Norwegian suffragist women are 

no longer single actors representing in the forum of the IWSA – they are government 
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representatives, presenting and showcasing official policy. As Leira argues, Norwegian politics 

during the 19th century was deeply concerned with status and status-seeking.233 These concerns 

arguably stretched out into the beginning of the 20th century as well, and are visible in 

Norwegian international engagement on women’s issues during this time.  

 

Just as Leira transfers the point made by Egeland (1988) concerning the status of smallness and 

human rights to his article on peace – this same conclusion can be transferred to the concept of 

women’s political rights. We see that not only in the rhetoric of the women’s movement, but 

the general conception at the beginning of the 20th century, women and peace were associated 

by being the opposite to men’s militaristic and war-like nature.234 The argument made by 

Egeland is that the smallness of Norway, granted it the opportunity to make a difference, and 

thusly providing Norway with moral authority.235 As Leira argues, “Norway has a great desire 

to be relevant, to have a seat at the table when important issues are discussed.”236 Being a 

forerunner on women’s issues such as women’s enfranchisement, could conceivably afford 

Norway with such a seat.  

 

New horizons and a lasting image 
In the time between the sixth conference in 1911 and the seventh in 1913 – IWSA President 

Carrie Chapman Catt had travelled extensively on her tour though the Middle-East, Asia and 

the Pacific. A journey documented though Jus Suffragii – where the President wrote reports 

herself from the places she went, along with, amongst other things, her thoughts on women’s 

roles, women’s rights and cultural differences. The seventh conference in Budapest in 1913 was 

definitely influenced by President Catt’s new pre-occupation. Her President’s Address – which 

had previously concerned itself with the status, battles and victories of Western nations – had 

taken a very different form. The focus of the speech was more world-wide, reflecting not only 

her new discoveries in the East, but also additions to IWSA membership. Therefore, in her 13-

page speech printed in the report on the Budapest conference, she only mentions the Nordics 

on one of them.  

 

In a paragraph where she argues that “nothing is so nearly like another thing as one politician 

is to another” despite where they come from, she also blames the stagnated legislation of the 

inevitable enfranchisement of women on “political jugglery” and “shredded Parliamentary 
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tactics”. “How amusing it is to see men plot and contrive to keep from doing a thing to-day 

which they know they must do to-morrow!” Catt exclaims, furthermore arguing that there had 

been no defeats thus far, but there had been disappointing outcomes in Great Britain, Sweden, 

Denmark and Iceland.237 Considering that there had been, in Catt’s own words, “Bills 

considered by seventeen national Parliaments”, it is noteworthy that the choses these four 

nations to mention as specific disappointments. It is not unlikely that it is because those were 

the nations which Catt herself imagined to be runners-up to the forerunner position; the 

Scandinavian bloc and Great Britain. Furthermore, it seems as if Finland is not a part of the 

IWSA presidents “Scandinavians as forerunners” narrative in 1913 – as Finland is not 

mentioned in the speech.  

 

Images of Iceland, however, despite not having status as an independent nation same as Finland, 

is included into the narrative. Arguably because the nation was under “progressive” Denmark 

and not Russia. Catt depicts the failure to adopt a new suffrage bill in Iceland was due neither 

to defeat nor trickery- but rather that it was “involved with other measures and honourably 

postponed”. Due to this unfortunate event, President Catt informs her listeners that the Icelandic 

government had “made an appropriation to defray the expenses” of the two Icelandic delegates 

to the conference. “Iceland is a very small country,”, Catt speaks, “but no braver, more 

democratic people does the world know”. The president then addresses the two Icelandic 

delegates, “…take back the message that the Government of Iceland has set an example worthy 

of imitation by the largest and proudest Governments of the earth.”238 

 

In opposition to the disappointments in the other seemingly leading nations, she puts forth the 

example of Norway. She makes sure to mention that the nation of Norway is now universally 

enfranchised without tax restrictions, before continuing with the following. 

 
At every Congress of the Alliance, the delegates from that sturdily democratic country have come 
bearing the news of some fresh victory. This time it comes with the satisfying news that the task is 
completed. (…). More, these apostles of woman’s freedom come bearing the further good tidings of 
much helpful forward legislation accomplished as a direct result of women’s votes. Two heroic 

leaders of the movement (…) have come to Budapest as official delegates of the Norwegian 
Government. All hail, brave and victorious Norway! 
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The image left of the Nordics from the last President’s Address before the outbreak of the First 

World War, was that Norway was an accomplished forerunner concerning women’s suffrage – 

with the rest of the Nordic countries soon behind. The theory that the Scandinavian bloc was 

used for the purpose of having an appropriate model for policy transfer, is only confirmed by 

the fact that Carrie Chapman Catt does not relinquish American symbolic and future forerunner-

ship completely. In the President’s Address in 1913, she argues that the victories of the newly 

enfranchised states of America are “more significant than people realize”239 and makes points 

of the states’ physical size as well as resources. “I have dwelt upon the size and resources of 

these states for two reasons”, she speaks from her podium and imagines the United States the 

future of women’s suffrage.  
 
I wish every delegate to realise that whatever fate the changing destiny of races and nations may 
bring to the North American Continent in the centuries to come, this vast section is bound to take a 
conspicuous place in history; and that, whenever comes, woman suffrage is securely established 

there for all time.240  
 

However, despite Catts imagining of America and Australia as the future of securely established 

women’s suffrage, it was the Nordic countries – especially Norway – which held the title as 

forerunner of women’s political rights in before the First World War. 

 

Long lines: a 100-year-old “policy of engagement” and “state feminism” 
Both the time during and closely after the First World War saw the enfranchisement of many 

old-world states, and Anne Towns argues that this period signified the time where the standards 

of the international hierarchy changed concerning women. As more and more nations 

enfranchised women, women’s movements concerned themselves with other women’s issues. 

It is apparent in Jus Suffragii as early as 1914, that the focus of the paper has expanded beyond 

the single cause of women’s suffrage. As the fight for women’s rights moved from suffrage to 

other issues, ‘women’s rights’  did not keep the international attention which suffrage 

previously had held. It was not until 1995 that Norway once took part in the work on women’s 

issues ahead of the Women’s Congress in Beijing, and funding did not take place until 2003.241 

 

The trajectory of Norway’s active engagement concerning women mirrors Leira’s article on 

Norway’s active engagement concerning peace. As Leira argues that Norway “branded itself a 
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peace nation once again”242 after the Cold War – this time period also showed Norway’s 

engagement once again concerning women – branding themselves as a norm entrepreneur on 

women’s issues. ‘Women’ is placed together with peace and security within Norway’s policy 

of engagement. A policy which had awarded Norway status internationally – sometimes 

competing along side not only small or medium nations such as Denmark or Canada, but also 

with greater powers such as the US or Germany.243 The tradition behind this policy of 

engagement stretches further behind than the 1990’s.  

 

In 1987, Helga Hernes first coined the term “state feminism” which refers to “the interplay 

between civil societies – specifically women’s organizations – and state institutions”.244 While 

the term was used to describe the dynamics of developing policies for gender equality in the 

Scandinavian countries in the time period from the 70’s onward, this project shows that this 

dynamic was present at the beginning of the century as well. Høyem shows in her master thesis 

that the interplay between the Norwegian state and civil society concerning women before the 

congress in Budapest in 1913 was apparent. Ahead of the congress, the Norwegian National 

Women’s Suffrage Association requested a meeting with President of the Parliament Jørgen 

Løvland whom promised to promote the issue. As reflected upon by Høyem, civil society aimed 

to actively influence the Parliament securing the enfranchisement ahead of the international 

congress, a feat which was accomplished.245  

 

Danielsen and Larsen point out that peace efforts were promoted more staunchly than women’s 

issues – and it took longer for women’s issues to manifest within Norwegian foreign policy. 

This tendency mirrors the events one hundred years before. While Leira argues that early 20th 

century Norway was not modest on their work on peace, claiming to be pioneers or at the 

vanguard.246 This chapter has argued that the situation between 1911 and 1913 required careful 

management, as to not being perceived as too radical. In the 21st century, Larsen and Danielsen 

argue that Norwegian foreign policy treads carefully on the subject of women’s issues as to not 

commit “Western imperialism” upon non-Western nations.247  

 

This project has argued that the Nordic countries were imagined as a collective Nordic bloc in 

order to have a stronger model for political transfer. And we see that there is a continued 
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tendency of the Nordic nation’s unity internationally. Since the 1970’s, Norway has promoted 

a series of UN reform initiative, often as part of a Nordic bloc.248 Just as “peace” has become a 

part of Norwegian identity249, “gender equality” has become a principal idea the Nordic 

countries strongly believe in promoting.250 The images first constructed of the Nordic countries 

as forerunners on women’s issues in the beginning of the century – is continued by Nordic 

nations exercising normative power on women’s issues one hundred years later. However, we 

also see that Norway stands out, not only now, as de Carvalho and Lie argue that Norway aims 

to outperform the other Nordic nations in their policy of engagement in the 21st century.251 We 

see a similar tendency 100 years before, when Norway performed ahead of the other Nordic 

nations as the forerunner on women’s suffrage.  

 

Concluding Remarks 
This chapter shows that the image of the Nordics as forerunners or potential forerunners is 

continued throughout the time-period leading up to the First World War. From 1908 onwards, 

continuing though 1913, both representatives of the IWSA as well as the Norwegian 

government engaged in constructing images of the Nordics within the forum of the IWSA. 

 

The Norwegian state takes on a larger role in actively showcasing their female suffrage 

legislation – as part of status aspirations. While Swedish, Danish and Icelandic suffragist 

receive governmental funds for international suffrage activities – Norway takes advantage of 

the forum of the IWSA in a much larger scale. Government representatives presents the image 

of Norway’s “united front” on equality, a destination on the trajectory of progress which was 

arrived at quietly, slowly, honestly and faithfully in the forum of the IWSA. Furthermore, 

Norwegian representatives take on an educator role in the circulation of knowledge and 

extrospectively showcases Norway’s enfranchisement of women in order to promote the nation 

Norway. Hence, the Norwegian state used female suffrage as a tool in order to brand Norway 

as a progressive forerunner amongst nations. 

 

 On the part of IWSA representatives in form of its president Carrie Chapman Catt, her 

President’s Addresses continued to imagine the Nordics – arguably with a somewhat different 

goal. While she attempts to brand a “Scandinavian bloc” as forerunners – this is in order to have 

an appropriate model for political transfer, branding the nations as sturdily democratic, brave 
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and intelligent, but also as honorable and worthy examples for other governments. It seems 

however, that in the forum of the IWSA, the United States and Australia is imagined by Carrie 

Chapman Catt as the future leaders of the world – a point which only reinforces the theory that 

the Nordic countries were branded specifically as an appropriate model for political transfer for 

“Old-Europe”. Despite Carrie Chapman Catts imaginings of the United States and Australia as 

being future forerunners and secure areas for women’s rights, it is Norway which holds the 

status as forerunner in the time before World War I.   

 

We also see that the nations which make up “the Nordic” are not imagined together is quite the 

same way as earlier, perhaps due to the “disappointments” in actual progress, as well as active 

agency on behalf of the individual nations. In the last President’s Address held before World 

War I, Norway is singled out from these “disappointments” and imagined as something close 

to utopia for women’s rights. This view is supported by Sissel Roseland, as she too analyzed 

images of the Norwegians circulating internationally, concluding that Norway was displayed 

as a world where enfranchised women were commonplace.252 This chapter has also argued that 

the images created of the Nordics in the forum of the IWSA are seen to have a lasting impact 

on the reputations and identity of the Nordic nations.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 
Since the 1990’s the UN has published human development reports in form of indexes which 

measure nations on their development. In 1995, the Gender Development Index (GDI) was 

introduced, the index gives the world a clear picture of which nation is the most developed 

when it comes to gender equality. The Nordic nations have historically done well in the rankings 

of the GDI and in 2018, Norway is ranked as number one, with the rest of the Nordic nations 

being in the top 12.253 In the 21st century, the image of the Nordic nations as forerunners on 

women been reinforced by these indexes, an image first constructed by the international 

women’s suffrage movement a century earlier. The international movements ability to make an 

example out of the Nordic nations as an illustration of a successful implementation of women’s 

political rights, and partial model for political transfer.  

 

The developments during the end of the 20th and beginning of the 21st centuries could be 

described as the origin or pre-history of both the current Nordic policy of engagement, as well 

as the image of the Nordics as forerunners on gender equality. This project has argued that the 

images and imaginings made of the Nordic countries at the brink of the century was a result of 

the strategy performed by the international women’s suffrage movement – more specifically 

though the International Woman Suffrage Alliance, which was the only international suffrage 

organization in the time between 1904 and 1914. The forum this organization created enabled 

both single actors and states to construct and circulate images and ideas of both localities as 

well as causes. In the case of this project we see that the Norwegian government and the IWSA 

engaged in a symbiotic relationship which allowed for the promotion of both Norway and the 

cause of women’s suffrage.  

 

This project had also argued that the Nordic nations were collectively made an example of in 

order to create a stronger model for political transfer. The Nordic nations are imagined as brave 

and noble Vikings with modern democracies and sturdy, honest and hard-working peoples.  

Initially this model included Finland, however, toward the end of the scope set for this project, 

we see that Finland is dropped from the narrative of the IWSA. Furthermore, in the same time 

period we see that Norway is singled out at the forerunner amongst the other nations, which 

“disappointingly” did not achieve the enfranchisement ahead of the First World War. This 

                                                
253 United Nations Development Programme, Gender Development Index, Table 4: Gender Development Index, 
http://hdr.undp.org/en/content/table-4-gender-development-index  
 



 76 

leaves the prevailing image of Norway as the forerunner on women’s suffrage at the entrance 

of the war.  

 

This project has also argued that the legacy of the 20th century policy on women’s issues has 

transferred into the 21st century. While women’s suffrage was initially a matter of nation-

building and status-seeking in the early 20th century – women’s suffrage developed into 

women’s issues in the 21st century. Women’s issues have become a core value which is included 

in modern policies of engagement by the Nordics. However, the same tendencies of “state 

feminism” which is used to describe the dynamics of modern policy, can be applied to the 

dynamics during the events of the battle for women’s universal enfranchisement in Norway in 

1913. And the Nordic bloc constructed by the speeches of IWSA president Carrie Chapman 

Catt, translates into multilateral cooperation by the Nordic nations on women’s issues 

internationally in the 21st century.  
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