HISTORY OF WOMAN SUFFRAGE

(This is a copy of a speech that I made several times in the late 1990’s. } 
It is indeed a pleasure for me to be with you  and talk with you about the history of Women Suffrage, the wonderful women who carried the long fight and finally gained the goal – THE RIGHT TO VOTE.  We have inherited the spirit of that struggle.  
For this account I turned to two books:  The first titled: One Half the People written by Anne Firor Scott and Andrew MacKay Scott.  The other book titled: In the Public Interest – The League of Women Voters 1920-1970 written by Louise M. Young. 
It will become obvious as I tell this story that the road was long and tedious and the women had to develop leadership and strategy, and the women did it!  I want to convey to you how goal oriented they were in that struggle.
I begin with a quote from a letter written by Abigail Adams to her husband, John Adams, in 1776.  She wrote:  “ I long to hear that you have declared an independency –and by the way in the new Code of Laws which I suppose it will be necessary for you to make I desire you would remember the ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than you ancestors.  Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the husbands.  Remember all men would be tyrants if they could…”  John Adams wrote to Abigail: “As to your extraordinary Code of Laws, I cannot but laugh.  We have been told that our struggle has loosened the bands of government everywhere -- that children and apprentices were disobedient that schools and colleges were grown turbulent that Indians slighted their guardians and  slaves grew insolent to their masters.  But your letter was the first intimation that another tribe more numerous and powerful than all the rest were (had) grown discontented.”  John Adams laughed.  Abigail didn’t laugh.
There were a few signs that the germ of woman suffrage was out there!

By  1797, Americans were well along the way to accepting the Doctrine of Natural Rights and the principle that just government rests on the consent of the governed, but neither was interpreted as giving political rights to women!  Men were still debating and trying to deal with the idea of a broad based suffrage for men.  There were property requirements associated with the right to vote.
However, there were a few signs that the idea of woman suffrage was out there.

In 1820, in a Massachusetts Constitutional Convention some members suggested that unmarried women who owned property should be given the right to vote.  This did not happen but the idea was alive!

After 1819, constitutional conventions in a number of states adopted changes in suffrage requirements.  By the 1830’s white male suffrage had become the norm.  In 1840 the “Log-Cabin” and “Hard Cider” campaign of the Whig party appealed to a mass audience.  For the first time a presidential candidate appeared on the stump and women were prominent in the campaign.  Women became active in politics even though they couldn’t vote.

Activity in political parties was only one of the ways women began to fashion a public role for themselves in the years between 1810 and 1850.

The great moral reform movement gave rise to female missionary and tract societies.  Dorothea Lynde Dix is an example of a woman whose humanitarian concerns carried her directly into politics as she took her campaign for improving conditions for the mentally ill into many state legislatures.

Frances Wright was another.  As early as 1825, she had proposed to the Congress a grand plan for setting aside public land as a project whose purpose was to abolish slavery.  She was attacked for her political views as well as for what was seen as her inappropriate political activity.
In 1828 Frances Wright became the first woman in the United States to ascend a platform and make a political speech.  She provided a role model.  When the first volume of the History of Woman Suffrage appeared in 1887 her picture was on the front piece.

Woman suffrage and anti-slavery were intertwined.  The controversy about the place of women in society spread.  Anti-feminist prejudices were woven into the culture of the time.  Though the dissidents were a tiny minority – they began to find each other.

In December of 1833, various anti-slavery groups came together to form the American Anti-slavery Society.  Women were allowed to speak at the meeting but were not offered membership.  However they were encouraged to form their own auxiliary!  Lucretia Mott who said she was always “imbued with women’s rights” quickly assembled 20 women, mostly fellow Quakers,  and formed the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society.
In 1840, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the 26 year old bride of the New York abolitionist Henry Stanton, found herself seated behind a curtain at the World’s Anti-Slavery Convention in London.  She was in company with 42 year old Lucretia Mott.  The convention was unwilling to seat women delegates.  This led the two women to a spirited discussion of the discrimination they were experiencing.  They made plans to meet again.  

Eight years and several children later, Elizabeth Cady Stanton again met Lucretia Mott in the town of Seneca Falls, New York.  Together they drew up the Declaration of Sentiments modeled on the Declaration of Independence, listing women’s grievances.

In 1848, a small notice in a local paper brought 300 people from the area to Wesleyan Chapel in Seneca Falls.  Forty men came.  The 300 people came to discuss the social, civil and religious rights of women!

Though the demand that women should be permitted to vote was radical in its implications, the argument was sound.  People who could not vote were being governed without their consent.  Women were one-half the population.  If they had no right to vote, the idea of consent of the governed was hollow.
The Declaration of Sentiments became the most significant document in the history of American feminism.  There were eighteen grievances listed and eleven resolutions for redress!  Several engendered sharp debate – none more than the resolution which demanded woman suffrage and only passed with a narrow margin.

Seneca Falls was the beginning.  In 1850, a national convention met at Worcester, Massachusetts and other conventions followed each year but one before the Civil War.

An impressive array of leaders began to emerge – Lucretia Mott, already a giant in the Anti-Slavery movement; Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, a tireless organizer in the cause of women as well as temperance and anti-slavery; and Lucy Stone, who as a student at Oberlin College had organized a secret debating society for women, and was a leading figure in the 1850 convention.

By the time of the 10th annual convention in 1860, there was progress.  They could report changes in state laws, a number of legislators converted to suffrage, and a more friendly press.  Women were achieving:  Elizabeth Blackwell had taken a medical degree.  Oberlin was fully coeducational.  But how were they to make government responsible without the ballot box.  To gain access to political power they needed the vote.

Then the Civil War!  Women’s organizations rallied both in the north and the south.  The Suffrage movement was pushed back.  In 1861, leading advocates of women’s rights agreed, despite Susan B. Anthony’s dissent, the agitation would cease for the duration of the war.  The Women’s Loyal National League gathered with the help of all kinds of local women’s organizations 400,000 signatures to petitions calling for a constitutional amendment to end slavery.  

With the war’s close, women’s rights became hopelessly enmeshed in the politics of the 14th and 15th amendments.  Despite protests by Susan Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the term “male” was inserted in the fourteenth amendment.  This was viewed as a clear betrayal.  Anthony and Stanton felt this betrayal was through and by their abolitionist allies.  This eventually led to a split in the women’s groups.  In 1869, the Boston based American Woman Suffrage Association with membership of men and women were formed.  The militant New York based group gathered around Anthony and Stanton with a membership limited to women and was called the National Woman Suffrage Association.
The architects of Reconstruction policy, by forcibly enfranchising the freed men, spurred the indignant feminists to view the denial of the right to vote as a symbol of all wrongs requiring redress.

After the end of the war, the reform impulse was strong in the land west of the Mississippi.  The Wyoming Territorial legislature succumbed to the persuasions of Ester Morris, and made Wyoming women the first in Western civilization to be fully enfranchised. 

The Women’s Christian Temperance Union was formed in 1874 and in 1879, Frances Willard assumed the leadership.  She developed the movement and at the peak there were 200,000 members and 15,000 local unions. Through her work she helped to create an organization that could promote social reform and political reform.  Her work prepared the way for the suffrage movement.

Another factor which helped to promote the idea of woman suffrage was the industrial employment of women.  Both Willard and Anthony helped to organize women workers.

The large scale entry of women into higher education began to prove significant at this stage in the movement.  The struggles for political rights and higher education were closely linked.

In February 1890, the great schism between the two suffrage groups were healed and the two came together as the National American Woman Suffrage Association with this healing the “pauseless campaign” for women’s political rights entered a new phase.  At this 1890 convention Carrie Lane Chapman Catt made her first appearance.  She was recruited as an organizer for a forthcoming suffrage referendum in South Dakota.

That particular referendum was a disaster but it was a lesson for Catt.  Step by step she was prepared for national leadership.  At a meeting of the Suffrage Association Convention in Atlanta in 1895, Susan Anthony asked Catt to draft a plan of work for the coming year.  As a result of this plan in which Catt pointed out the shortcomings of the movement, the organization was restructured.  For five years Carrie Catt served a chair of the committee on organization.

In 1900, Susan Anthony, now in her 80th year, gave the presidency of the National Suffrage organization of Carrie Catt.

After 1900 the Republications in Congress were strongly pro suffrage and many of their wives were or had been activists in their home states.  In 1912, a split within the Republican Party found Teddy Roosevelt as presidential candidate for the Progressive Party.  This disruption in the Republican Party spilled over into the Suffrage organization.  Jane Adams, one of the Suffrage organization’s vice presidents, gave prominent support to the newly formed progressive party.  Jane Addams was one of the 18 women delegates to the Progressive Party’s inaugural convention and seconded the presidential nomination of Theodore Roosevelt.  At the peak of her fame, Jane Addams was the most admired and influential woman in America and Roosevelt insisted that she be named a member of the Platform Committee.

In 1912, women were on the political scene more visible than ever before.  They were voting for the first time in California and Washington.  Though nearly a million women were able to vote, Roosevelt failed to rally the broad progressive coalition he sought.  In defeating the Republican old guard he assured a massive Democratic victory.  The Congress was dominated by southerners who were traditionally hostile to woman suffrage.
In 1913, Woodrow Wilson, a Democrat, was inaugurated as president.  Soon after Wilson’s inauguration, Alice Paul, the new head of the Suffrage Association’s Congressional Committee arranged for a delegation to seek his support for the Anthony Suffrage Amendment as had been done with every president since 1874 when Rutherford Hayes was inaugurated.  President Wilson received them courteously but he assured them that suffrage petitions signed by thousands would not influence him.

However, Wilson’s eventual conversion to the cause came through his association with Louis Brandeis, a progressive Boston lawyer.  Through him, Wilson met women who were interested in social justice reform and through them his understanding of the role women were playing in bringing about social changes increased.  Wilson gradually warmed to the suffrage advocates.  He sought their views and appeared capable of changing his mind.
As the 1916 elections approached women in 12 states now had at least presidential suffrage.  Both presidential nominating conventions were treated to spectacular suffragist parades.  Both party platforms endorsed woman suffrage, though not by federal amendment.

The brilliant political strategist –Carrie Catt summoned the annual Suffrage Association Convention in September and invited both presidential candidates to Atlantic City to address the assembly.  The Republican nominee, Charles Evans 
Hughes, was campaigning in the west and could not attend.  Wilson did!  He appeared with his wife accompanied by several pro suffrage cabinet members and their wives.  His speech was a retrospective summary of the evolution of the suffrage movement.  He said, “I have come to fight not for you but with you.  And in the end I think we shall not quarrel over the method.”

While stopping short of endorsing a federal suffrage amendment many date this as his conversion to the suffrage cause.

The Suffrage Association’s leaders agreed that the federal suffrage amendment would have priority and the campaigns in states would be harmonized with this objective.  Woman suffrage was now a major issue with which both parties had to deal.

Three women stood for Congress in 1916.  Only Jeanette Rankin of Montana was a winner.  She ran on a Republican ticket, on the Progressive platform and in support of Wilson the Democratic Party’s candidate.

She was hailed as a symbol of a new era.

On April 2, 1917, Jeannette Rankin was sworn in as the first elected congresswoman.  That evening President Wilson asked Congress for a declaration of war against Germany.
Catt was deeply opposed to war.  Jane Adams had organized the Woman’s Peace Party in January 11915.  Catt reluctantly brought her colleagues to accept a more direct response to the crisis and offered the services of the suffrage organization to the government.  The danger of political isolation between the Suffrage Association and the political leaders was avoided.

On January 9, 1918, President Wilson finally made a public commitment to the Suffrage Amendment’s passage.  The House vote just met the required two-thirds majority.  In the Senate, the stubborn struggle continued until October –turning a deaf ear to a presidential message urging favorable action, the Senate rejected the amendment by two votes.
Later that year, Wilson again urged congressional action on the Anthony amendment, but Southern Democrats joined in the Senate with Republican conservatives to prevent a vote.

Finally, on May 21, 1919, the House of Representatives passed the Anthony Amendment 304 to 90.  The opponents in the Senate blocked action for another two weeks, delaying ratification by assuring that most state legislatures had adjourned.  The final Senate debate included hostile attacks from every element comprising the coalition of opponents, principally from Southern Democrats and Eastern establishment Republicans.  The Senate finally acted on June 4, 1919.  Forty years after its introduction into Congress, the amendment passed with two votes to spare.

By August 1920, 35 states had ratified.  Only one more state was needed and only one state offered the possibility.

A special session of the Tennessee legislature was scheduled to begin on August 9 and suffragists and opponents crowded into Nashville.  It was a wild ten days.  The opponents.   The liquor interests, the railroad lobby and the manufacturing lobby set up shop on the 8th floor of the Hermitage Hotel and dispensed Bourbon and moonshine whiskey with lavish insistence.  According to accounts there was considerable intoxication.  However, by August 13, the state’s senators were sober enough to ratify the amendment by a vote of 25 to four.
Then the lower house voted.  There were rumors of deals and bribes.  Supporters the suffragists had counted on mysteriously defected.  The vote was so close it turned on the decision of 24 year old Harry Burn, the youngest member of the state legislature.  In the end, he supported suffrage because – as legend has it – his mother urged him to help Mrs. Catt.  The amendment carried 49 to 47.

In the early morning hours of August 26, 1920, the United States Secretary of State issued a formal proclamation – the struggle was over.  Seventy-two years after Seneca Falls – Women everywhere in the United States had the right to vote!
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