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How Women Won the Right to Vote

In 1848, a small group of visionaries started a movement to secugqual rights for
women in the United States. But it took more than 70 years @ to win the right for
women to vote.

After male organizers excluded women from attending &rskvery conference,
American abolitionist&lizabeth Cady StantcemdLucretia Mottdecided to call the

“First Woman’s Rights Convention.” Held over seveatays in July 1848 at Seneca Falls,
New York, the convention brought together about 300 woanelr40 men. Among them
was Charlotte Woodward, a 19 year-old farm girl whayxhto become a printer, a trade
then reserved for males.

By the end of the meeting, convention delegates had agpeostatement modeled after
the Declaration of Independence. The Seneca Baliaration of Sentimentsegan with
these words: “We hold these truths to be self-evidaat:dll men and women are created
equal....”

The declaration then listed “repeated injuries” by menrsgavomen, claiming that men
had imposed “an absolute tyranny” over women.” Theseifieg” included forcing
women to obey laws that they had no voice in passingy Titluded making married
women “civilly dead” in the eyes of the law, withaights to property, earned wages, or
the custody of their children in a divorce. The injuireduded barring women from most
“profitable employments” and colleges.

The convention also voted on a resolution that Said, the duty of the women of this
country to secure to themselves their sacred right” te. vidtis resolution provoked
heated debate. It barely passed.

In the middle of the 19th century, most Americans, inalganost women, accepted the
idea of “separate spheres” for males and females. Meked and ran the government.
Women stayed home and cared for the family. This natias1based on the widely held
assumption that women were by nature delicate, childtikmtional, and mentally
inferior to men.

In the United States and in other democratic counthes;ight to vote (also called the
“elective franchise” or “suffrage”) remained exclusivelithin the men’s “sphere.” The
Seneca Falls declaration promoted a radical visionmdegreequality in all areas of
American public life, including women’s suffrage. Womamiost states did not gain the
right to vote until 1919, after their role in American istg had dramatically changed.

Susan B. Anthony and the Women'’s Suffrage Movement



One of the main leaders of the women’s suffrage mowémasSusan B. Anthony
(1820-1906). Brought up in a Quaker family, she was raised talepandent and think
for herself. She joined the abolitionist movementrid slavery. Through her abolitionist
efforts, she met Elizabeth Cady Stanton in 1851. Antl@aynot attended the Seneca
Falls Convention, but she quickly joined with Stantotesa the fight for women’s
suffrage in the United States.

The Civil War interrupted action to secure the votefomen. As a result of the war,
however, the role of women in society began to chaBoee many men were fighting,
their wives and daughters often had to run the familpfgo to work in factories, or
take up other jobs previously done by men.

After the war, Anthony, Stanton, and others hoped thedlsse women had contributed
to the war economy, they along with the ex-slaves evbalguaranteed the right to vote.
But most males disagreed.

The Republicans who controlled Congress wrote threeame@ndments to the U.S.
Constitution. Thel3th Amendmenabolished slavery. Thedth Amendmenawarded
citizenship to all people born within the United Statesgmadted every person “the
equal protection of the laws.” TH&th Amendmentealt with voting. It stated: “The
right of citizens of the United States to vote shallbetenied or abridged by the United
States or by any State on account of race, coloremiqurs condition of servitude.” It
failed to grant women the right to vote.

In 1869, Anthony and Stanton organized the National Womara§afAssociation
(NWSA) to work for a federal constitutional amendment rgoteeing all American
women the right to vote. Some activists disagreed thithtactic. They believed the best
way to get the vote for women was to persuade the lagietaof each state to grant
women suffrage.

Ironically, the first place to allow American womenvate was neither the federal
government nor a state. In 1869, the all-male legislatiutige Territory of Wyoming
passed a law that permitted every adult woman to “@stdte . . . and hold office.” In
the West, pioneer women often worked shoulder-to-shouldermen on farms and
ranches and thus proved they were not weak or inferior.

Meanwhile, in Rochester, New York, Anthony conspirethweympathetic male voting
registrars who allowed her and other women to cakitbah the 1872 presidential
election. The following year, she was put on trialiflegally voting, a criminal offense.
The judge at Anthony’s trial ruled that because she wesnaan, she was incompetent to
testify. The jury found her guilty and the judge ordereditigray a fine of $100.

Anthony told the judge she would never pay it. She never did.

In 1875 in the case dinor v. Happersett, the U.S. Supreme Court decided that women
were citizens under the 14th Amendment. But the coentwn to say that citizenship
did not mean women automatically possessed the righttéo




The “Anthony Amendment”

In 1878, the NWSA succeeded in getting a constitutional amentdintroduced in
Congress. The proposed amendment stated, “The rigitizeins of the United States to
vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United Statieg any state on account of
sex.” This became known as the “Anthony Amendment.”

While NWSA lobbied Congress for the “Anthony Amendmeatbdther advocacy group,
the American Woman Suffrage Association, concerdratecampaigning for women’s
right to vote in states and territories. Before 1900, oriémeof these efforts in the
western territories succeeded.

When the Territory of Wyoming applied for statehood in 1838ngress threatened to
deny it admission because its laws allowed women to iotesponse, the territorial
legislators wrote Congress, “We will remain out of h&on a hundred years rather than
come in without the women.” The following year, Congradmitted Wyoming as a
state, the first one with women'’s suffrage. This Betttend for a few other Western
states to pass women'’s suffrage laws (Colorado, 18%®y, UB96; and Idaho, 1896).

In 1890, the two national women’s suffrage organizations rdexgérm the National
American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) withzalbeth Cady Stanton as the
president. Susan B. Anthony took over in 1892 and remained presiad she retired in
1900.

In the late 1800s, the Women'’s Christian Temperance UNAEITU) was actually the
largest national organization promoting women'’s suffrdge WCTU led a “Home
Protection” movement aimed at prohibiting “strong drink” dgese of its damaging
effects on men and their families. WCTU leaders zedlithat to increase its influence
and affect lawmakers, women needed to be able to vote.

White and middle-class women dominated the WCTU, NAWSW, raost other national
women’s groups. The groups usually rejected black women foofedienating white
supporters in the racially segregated South. In additi@gtoups rarely recruited
immigrant women. The failure to include all women in thevement, while politically
expedient, undermined the cause.

Toward the turn of the 20th century, Congress dropped iwdaration of the Anthony
Amendment, and in the states, most attempts to gramien the right to vote failed.
Heavy opposition from traditionalists and liquor and brevimtgrests contributed to
these defeats.

The Role of Women Continued to Change
The concept of a new American woman emerged after 1906ergvand commentators

described the “new woman” as independent and well-educsitedwore loose-fitting
clothing, played sports, drove an automobile, and even simokmiblic. She supported



charities and social reforms, including women'’s suffr&jee often chose to work
outside the home in offices, department stores, arfdgmions such as journalism, law,
and medicine that were just opening up to women. The okt “new woman” also
usually made her white, native born, and middle class.

By 1910, “feminist” was another term being used to deschibértew woman.”
Feminism referred to a new spirit among a few midtdsswomen to liberate
themselves from the old notion of “separate sphe/as&arly feminist writer
condemned this traditional view of the role of women sihpeevented their full
development and robbed the nation of their potentiatirdmution.

Of course, working outside the home was nothing new for pbde wmmigrant, and
black women. They toiled as housekeepers, factory workedsin other menial jobs in
order to survive. Female factory workers earned only a quartethird of what men
earned for the same job. There were no sick days @ihHemnefits. Women were known
to have given birth on the floors of factories whigrey worked. Since they did not have
the right to vote, they had little opportunity to presdavanakers to pass laws that
would have improved their wages and working conditions.

The Final Push for Women’s Suffrage

Western states continued to lead way in granting womelffimge. Washington state
allowed women the right to vote in 1910. California folle\we 1911. Arizona, Kansas,
and Oregon passed laws the next year.

The presidential election of 1912 saw the two majorgmrthe Republicans and
Democrats, opposing women'’s suffrage. But the 1912 etefgatured two major
independent parties, the Progressives (led by former RepuBlresident Theodore
Roosevelt) and the Socialists (led by Eugene Debs). BetRitogressives and Socialists
favored women'’s suffrage. And they received about one-tiitlde votes cast.

Alice Paulheaded NAWSA'’s effort to lobby Congress to consider atjg@mAnthony
Amendment. Brought up as a Quaker, Paul (1885-1977) graduated frothrSorar
College and received postgraduate degrees in social workelifgato Great Britain, she
encountered radical feminists demanding the right to &fte.joined them in hunger
strikes and demonstrations. On returning to the Unite@S§tshe joined NAWSA.

In 1913, 28-year-old Paul organized a massive parade in Washibg@rtlostile
crowds of men attacked the marchers, who had to be prdtegtthe National Guard.

Paul and the president of NAWSgarrie Chapman Cattlisagreed over using public
demonstrations to promote women'’s suffrage. Catt (1859-1947) v gp in the
Midwest, graduated from lowa State College, and gone wotk as a teacher, high
school principal, and superintendent of a school digwice of the first women to hold
such a job). She worked tirelessly for women’s caumas,in 1900 she was elected to
succeed Anthony as president of NAWSA.




Catt’s tactics contrasted sharply with Paul’s. Stedgured to quietly lobby lawmakers in
Congress and the state legislatures. Paul favored deattosd. Both leaders, however,
were dedicated to equal rights for women.

In the election of 1916, Catt supported Democratic Presieatdrow Wilson. Wilson
was running on the slogan, “He kept us out of war.” Paul sggdVilson. She parodied
his slogan, saying, “Wilson kept us out of suffrage.”

Paul broke with NAWSA and founded the National Womarmgy? Soon afterward, she
organized daily picketing of the White House to pressursidi¥st Wilson to support the
Anthony Amendment. After the United States entered WMdd | in 1917, Paul kept up
the picketing. The women demonstrators silently carigpasswith slogans like
“Democracy Should Begin at Home” and “Kaiser Wilso@rilookers assaulted the
White House picketers, calling them traitors for insultimg wartime president.

In June 1917, police began arresting the picketers forumbisg the sidewalks. About
270 were arrested and almost 100 were jailed, including Paaiai®l the others in jail
went on hunger strikes. Guards force-fed the women huwstgieers by jamming feeding
tubes down their throats. The force-feeding was repantatl the major newspapers.
Embarrassed by the publicity, President Wilson pardonededegised them.

Meanwhile, women replaced men by the thousands inndaisiries and many other
types of jobs previously held by men. By 1920, women made up 25pefdée entire
labor force of the country.

President Wilson was disturbed that the push for wonsrifsage was causing division
during the war. He was also deeply impressed by Carripr@dma Catt. In January 1918,
he announced his support for the Anthony Amendment. Byithés 17 states as well as
Great Britain had granted women the right to vote. Wilssupport helped build
momentum for the amendment. In the summer of 191% these and Senate approved
the 19th Amendmenby a margin well beyond the required two-thirds majorithen the
amendment had to be ratified by three-fourths of thest

Those opposed to woman suffrage, the so-called “amiss€émbled all their forces to
stop ratification. The liquor and brewing industries, dagtowners, railroads, banks, and
big city political machines all feared women would votedorgressive reforms.
Southern whites objected to more black voters. Some argaethéh19th Amendment
invaded states’ rights. Others claimed that it would unaerfamily unity. Besides, the
“antis” said, wives were already represented at tHetd@ox by their husbands.

But state after state ratified the amendment. Withlastestate needed for ratification, the
Tennessee legislature voted on the amendment. Thenmaitiepended on the vote of the
youngest man in the Tennessee state legislature. tidd far ratification, but only after
receiving a letter from his mother, urging him to be a “gboyl and support women’s
suffrage. Thus, on August 18, 1920, half the adult populatidmeofhited States won

the right to vote.



Women voted nationwide for the first time in thegdential election of 1920. Among
the new voters was 91-year-old Charlotte Woodward, nhesurviving member of the
Seneca Falls Convention. In her lifetime, she hadesgad a revolution in the role of
women in American society.

For Discussion and Writing

1. In what ways did the role of women in Aio@n society change between 1848
and 19207
2. Do you think Alice Paul or Carrie Chapmant @Gatl the best strategy for winning

the right to vote for women? Why?

3. Why do you think women won the right to votd 920 after failing for more than
70 years?



