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INTRODUCTION

Jean H. Baker

In the years before the Civil War, American women began a campaign
for the vote that lasted nearly seventy-five years. Their battle finally ended
in 1920 when the Nineteenth Amendment prohibiting the denial of the
right to vote "on account of sex" was adopted. Initially, suffrage was one
of several reforms intended to end the significant legal, political, religious,
and cultural discriminations against nineteenth-century women. In the
1840s and 1850s, activists targeted injustices ranging from child custody
laws that favored fathers to prohibitions against women speaking in pub-
lic, the denial of equal education, and the existence of a double sex stan-
dard. In language and vocabulary familiar to a generation whose parents
had lived during the American Revolution and who remembered the
Declaration of Independence, women at the 1848 Seneca Falls conven-
tion resolved, among other injustices, that "all laws which . . . place her
in a position inferior to that of man are contrary to the great precept of
nature and therefore of no force or authority."

A necessary transaction in any democracy between the people and those
to whom they delegate authority, suffrage emerged in the 1860s as both
a powerful symbol of equality with men as well as an instrument of re-
form. Voting became the essential political utility by which women could
achieve other improvements in their status. If women could vote, went
the argument of this first generation of suffragists, they would end barri-
ers at the state level that prevented married women from controlling their
wages and attending state universities. If women could vote, given their
acknowledged position as moral guardians of their homes, they would
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reform the corrupt practices of American politics. If women could vote,
they would end unequal pay.

Following the founding in 1869 of the National Woman Suffrage Asso-
ciation and its rival the American Woman Suffrage Association, suffrag-
ists fought for the next fifty-one years against an opposition that at first
trivialized their efforts and then circumvented their intentions through
legal and constitutional maneuvers, refusing to include black or white
women in the constitutional settlement of Reconstruction. Finally, in the
second decade of the twentieth century, those opposing votes for women,
who now included a group of contrarian women, had become a minor-
ity. Women had won their great struggle in the court of public opinion.
Passed by two-thirds of Congress in 1918, the Nineteenth Amendment
was ratified by three-quarters of the states in the summer of 1920, with
Tennessee the thirty-sixth state legislature to adopt the amendment. A
campaign—remarkable for its endurance, its development of independent
female-led organizations, its leaders, and its tactics, as well as the intran-
sigence of its opposition—delivered the vote to one-half the population
and thereby reshaped the United States into a more egalitarian and demo-
cratic nation.

Given the utter logic and justice of their cause, suffragists always be-
lieved that success was imminent, and so they numbered their amend-
ment to prohibit discrimination in voting on the basis of sex the Sixteenth
Amendment. But votes for women came so slowly that they followed
changes legalizing an income tax, authorizing popular voting for United
States senators, and establishing prohibition. Given the federal nature of
the United States government and the tangled jurisdictions over voting
between state and national authority, the latter so strikingly evident in
the presidential election of 2000, suffragists faced endless campaigns to
persuade state legislatures to take the word "male" out of their constitu-
tions. Usually, the procedures for any such change entailed a statewide
referendum. In a system that consigned to states authority over deciding
who could vote, there was always some battle somewhere that demanded
attention. If success did not come in 1890 in South Dakota and Wyoming,
then victory would come in New York and Kansas in 1894—or failing that,
in 1896 in California or wherever a constitutional convention was held
or a state legislature, through its judiciary committee, might bring a reso-
lution for a referendum to the floor of the legislature.

As Carrie Catt, the tenacious president of the National American Woman
Suffrage Association (NAWSA), catalogued these efforts: "To get the word
'male' in effect out of the Constitution cost the women of the country
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fifty-two years of pauseless campaign. . . . During that time they were
forced to conduct fifty-six campaigns of referenda to male voters; 480
campaigns to get Legislatures to submit suffrage amendments to voters;
47 campaigns to get State constitutional conventions to write woman
suffrage into state constitutions . . . and 19 campaigns with 19 successive
Congresses."1 And this list does not include efforts to gain an endorse-
ment of woman suffrage in state and presidential conventions held by
political parties during the period. There were some successes along the
way, notably in the western states of Idaho, Utah, Wyoming, and Colo-
rado, where women's voting was constitutionally authorized by 1890.

The stamina of these optimists represented one of the movement's
strengths, as did the longevity of its remarkably energetic first generation
of leaders. Lucy Stone died in 1893 at seventy-five years of age; Elizabeth
Cady Stanton in 1902 at eighty-seven, and Susan B. Anthony in 1906 at
eighty-six. Having joined the suffrage movement as young women, their
combined years of service to suffrage added up to nearly 150 years. As the
essays in this volume make clear, these women and their followers were
sustained not only by the commonsense rectitude of their goal and their
growing organizational sophistication but also by their increasing con-
tacts with an international woman's movement that began in the 1830s
and brought women from Great Britain, France, and Germany together
in a common cause. In 1883, when the crusade in the United States was
at a low point, Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton organized
an international council in London. Thereafter, the council provided a
structure for women throughout the world to meet and discuss common
issues. Emma Goldman once compared these pioneers of human progress
whose life's work crossed national boundaries to seagulls, "they behold
new coasts, new spheres of daring thought. . . . They send joyous greet-
ings to the distant lands."2

In the United States as in other nations, suffragists sent their joyous
greetings not only across space but also through time to a new genera-
tion of women. They had nurtured their cause in the early days through
a network of friends whom Susan B. Anthony called "the sisters of suf-
frage." By the end of the century, blood relatives of the pioneers—Anthony's
nieces, Elizabeth Cady Stanton's daughter Harriot Stanton Blatch, and
Lucy Stone's daughter Alice Stone Blackwell—along with a new group of
professional and working women had joined the National American
Woman Suffrage Association and the National Woman's Party. Based at
first on informal personal associations, in time suffrage women created
powerful national institutions, different from most reform organizations
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because they were female-organized, led and staffed, by women intent on
achieving political equality for their sex.

To be sure, there were many disheartening moments, especially during
Reconstruction when black males were made citizens in 1868 and enfran-
chised in 1870 and women—black and white—were not included in what
seemed at the time a natural, easily obtained expansion of democracy. As
a result of differing positions on the Fifteenth Amendment, which gave black
males the right to vote, the suffrage movement divided into two wings—
the American Woman Suffrage Association led by Lucy Stone in Boston,
who accepted the idea that it was a time to entitle black males during the
so-called Negro's hour, and the National Woman Suffrage Association cen-
tered in New York and Washington and dominated until the twentieth
century by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, who rejected
the Fifteenth Amendment because it did not include women. In the 1870s
using one of several strategies, Stanton and Anthony took the position that
the Fourteenth Amendment's citizenship clause ("all persons born or natu-
ralized are citizens of the United States") embodied the right to the fran-
chise. Any reasonable interpretation of citizenship meant that women
already had a right that was inherent and did not have to be bestowed by
state or federal government. But when Susan B. Anthony and other mem-
bers of the National Woman Suffrage Association registered and voted in
the presidential election of 1872, their votes were thrown out. And in Roch-
ester, Anthony was arrested and convicted of a federal felony.

By the 1880s, women appreciated just how threatening their enfran-
chisement was to what Stanton labeled "the ruling aristocracy of sex," as
they increasingly argued for the importance of the vote for women as a
collective group rather than as a natural right for individuals. Yet the
conviction that women were represented in the political process by hus-
bands, fathers, and brothers and therefore did not need the vote with-
ered painfully slowly. An indication of the significance of the vote, this
delay occurred because suffrage represented a systemic challenge qualita-
tively dissimilar from more benign reforms such as opening up higher
education to women or improving kindergartens. For most men, politi-
cal equality with women cut into their households, endangering domes-
tic arrangements crafted in the understanding that while women might
exercise limited degrees of domestic feminism within their homes, men
were the acknowledged sovereigns in the public domain. The associated
notion that women were ill-suited to participate in public life because of
their domesticity has never entirely disappeared. But as Ellen DuBois has
shown, the eventual enfranchisement of women has made everything
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political, or, in the slogan of modern feminists, the personal is irrefut-
ably the political.

By the 1890s, the suffrage organizations merged and began the process
of bringing the proposed Sixteenth Amendment before congressional
committees. In the early years of the new century, women focused on a
federal strategy, which required pressuring the United States Congress and
organizing a Congressional Committee of the National American Woman
Suffrage Association with the sole function of lobbying members of the
Senate and House. By 1915, Alice Paul and a group of militant women
had formed the National Woman's Party, which employed confrontational
tactics in order to embarrass a vulnerable government during World War 1
and thereby obtain the vote.

Notable among the weaknesses of the suffrage movement was the fact
that, until the twentieth century, women had no core of supporters inside
the halls of government. Both propertyless males in the early decades of
the nineteenth century and slaves in the 1860s had advocates for their
rights. But women were the ultimate outsiders in their struggle for politi-
cal reform. Accordingly, the story of suffrage is often told as the tale of its
exceptional leaders, a great heroes approach—in part because of the lon-
gevity and authority of these women, their connections to each other, and
the lack of research on the movement's supporters, in part because of the
paucity of insiders who made their case, as for example, Senator Charles
Sumner did for black males. Even the twentieth-century strategy employed
by Alice Paul's activist National Woman's Party, with its array of confron-
tational tactics borrowed from Great Britain, is no exception. It is Alice Paul
(and to a lesser extent her lieutenant Lucy Burns) whom we remember, for
she was, in the words of one of her loyal followers, "the Party."

Thus, the essays that follow are threaded together with the collabora-
tions of such women as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and her daughter Harriot,
Susan B. Anthony, Sojourner Truth, Carrie Catt, and Alice Paul. Yet today's
social history concentrates instead on what William Lloyd Garrison, Jr. once
called "the great army of silent workers, unknown to fame, and without
whom the generals were powerless."5 Instead of defensive justification of
an unfashionable historical approach, students of the suffrage movement
should reconsider the importance of hierarchy as a model for suffrage fol-
lowers in an age, unlike our own, in which even women's speaking in pub-
lic was challenged by men. Still, for all their appreciation of the ways to
use and retain power, these leaders understood that the movement did not
depend on them and was comprised of what Anthony called a "galaxy" of
women, who must help them in the battle for public opinion.


