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Introduction

Exploring Woman Suffrage
 History and Issues in Context



A Few Words to Start: Terminology

Women’s rights activists recognized language as a site and an instrument of struggle, a way to shape meaning and thus to shape the world’s reality. Let’s start by clarifying a few terms in context used by activists and historians.

In the 19th century, the singular “woman” was often used by activists to draw attention to the natural and individual rights of women as women and to demonstrate the political community of women. As Nancy Cott puts it, “Nineteenth-century women’s consistent usage of the singular woman symbolized, in a word, the unity of the female sex. It proposed that all women have one cause, one movement.”1 Therefore, most activists at the time used the expression “woman suffrage.” Cott adds that to modern ears the singular sounds awkward. That is why scholars may prefer to use “women’s suffrage.”  

Even though the term “feminism” did not appear until the end of the 19th century and did not become popular until the 1910s, some historians use it to highlight the continuity within the history of feminism and the links, legacy and transmission of ideas between generations of activists.2 Others also choose to use the term because it adequately describes the convictions and beliefs of 19th century activists.3 Some scholars however will prefer the term “protofeminists,” or “pre-feminists.” You might also come across the term “feminist-abolitionist,” which is used to specifically refer to the coalition between abolitionists and women’s rights advocates in the 19th century.

Ellen Carol DuBois explains that the expression “women’s rights” dates back to the late 18th and early 19th centuries, “when it signified a revolutionary approach to women’s nature and prospects, advocated by a tiny group of Anglo-American radicals and tainted by its association first with the French Revolution and then with socialism.”4 The expression was later widely used to refer to the civil and political rights of women. In keeping with the broad use of the singular “woman” previously mentioned, you will find “Woman’s Rights,” which was used in the call published in newspapers to announce the Seneca Falls Convention in 1848.

In the American context, the term “suffragette” was often used in the early decades of the 20th century to refer to the women who belonged to the radical British movement, and often to ridicule them. The term had first appeared in the Daily Mail in 1906, and was used the same year in the New York Times, which gave the following definition, “a woman who ought to have more sense.”5 Therefore the most commonly used term in the U.S. suffrage movement was “suffragist.” Yet some suffragists reclaimed the term, to show they were unconventional or radical, while others tried to distance themselves from it.6





Woman Suffrage: A Complex Question

In her book chapter “Three Questions about Womanhood Suffrage,” British political scientist Carole Pateman asks three simple yet provocative questions: Why did womanhood suffrage take so long? Why did women organize against their own enfranchisement? And why was the vote won in the end?7 Such seemingly basic queries lead Pateman to examine an array of issues, which proves that there are no short answers to questions about the history of women’s suffrage, which touches on numerous themes. Indeed, the battle for women’s suffrage was not just about politics, it was also a social, cultural, and moral debate. Of course, it concerned democracy and institutions and constitutional questions about representation—who got to vote, on what grounds and how? —in short, political rights. But it was also related to what it meant to be a woman. Women, who constitute half of the population, were excluded from the polity on the basis of their sex. This was not a question about women’s essence or nature, even though the justification for exclusion might be based on such ideological constructs, but a political matter. Furthermore, women’s suffrage concerned issues of equality and difference. Indeed, if men and women were created equal, why did women not vote? Or to rephrase, did women’s exclusion from the franchise mean that they were not equal to men? These questions highlight that the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion are relational—in other words directly connected.

The following introduction will attempt to clear some of the intricate problems, notions, and issues connected to the history of woman suffrage. It was conceived not only as an entry point into the subject, but also as a tool box to help candidates scrutinize and navigate the topic at hand. That is why this rather lengthy introduction will first clarify some of the key concepts and problematic questions related to the history of woman suffrage used by historians to frame the topic. It will also focus on the context of the suffrage movement, and particularly explore how the history of the suffrage movement connects to its broad political, social and cultural contexts. Finally, it will provide candidates with information about historiography.




No Constitutional Right to Vote

Before we go any further, it is important to stress that the American Constitution does not guarantee the right to vote, which means that in the United States, “a right to vote” does not exist and is not part of the original 18th century text of the U.S. Constitution. At the federal level, four constitutional amendments deal with voting rights: the Fifteenth Amendment requires that the voting rights of U.S. citizens may not be abridged on account of race, color, or previous conditions of servitude; the Nineteenth Amendment on account of sex; and the Twenty-sixth on account of age. The Twenty-fourth Amendment prohibits Congress and the states from conditioning the right to vote in federal elections on the payment of a poll tax or any other type of tax. It appears that these amendments clarify certain ways in which it is forbidden to limit the vote. 

The U.S. Constitution leaves the appointment of voters to the states, which means that in the absence of a specific constitutional provision or constitutional law, states are free to establish qualifications for suffrage. They establish the rules and the regulations concerning voting. The fact that the states establish qualifications for suffrage explains the diverse situations regarding suffrage in the United States throughout its history, and why the question under scrutiny focuses on “women’s suffrage” and not the Nineteenth Amendment alone. 




The Meaning of the Nineteenth Amendment

The Nineteenth Amendment prohibits the states and the United States from denying the right to vote to US citizens on the basis of sex. Because of the diversity of suffrage situations in the states, the implications of its ratification to the U.S. Constitution in 1920 differed greatly: for instance, in certain states such as New York or California, Black and white women could already vote in local, state, and federal elections. In Illinois, Black and white women had partial suffrage, which meant that they could vote in certain elections. In other states, the Nineteenth Amendment did not “give” women the vote. Indeed, while representing a milestone in the history of U.S. democracy and women’s rights, the Nineteenth Amendment meant that states could no longer bar women from voting by writing “male” into a state’s qualifications, but they could use other means to prevent people from voting, especially in the South and the West. This was often the case, since the success of the Nineteenth Amendment coincided with the apogee of post-slavery racial politics.

To disenfranchise Blacks, states used poll taxes—essentially voting fees—, which many poor, Black sharecroppers could not pay. Alternatively, they used understanding clauses, which often entailed, for the aspiring voter, reading a passage of the state constitution and having to explain it to the registrar. Most Black women—and men—were barred from voting in the South. Other people such as Americans of Asian descent or Native Americans could not vote after 1920 either. 

This explains why the 2020 suffrage centennial brought to the fore important conversations about the dynamics of memorializing and celebrating. Many criticized a whitewashing of history, which celebrated an amendment for some women only and prolonged the invisibility of the plight for the women who were still disenfranchised after 1920.

Thus, the question under scrutiny, which invites us to reflect on the history of women’s suffrage between 1776 and 1965, that is, from the Declaration of Independence to the Voting Rights Act, goes far beyond the history of the Nineteenth Amendment. It encourages us to consider dynamics of inclusion and exclusion in the long history of American democracy in an intersectional perspective and to take into consideration the history of women in all their diversity and differences, by exploring how issues of race, class or geography might have an impact on their enfranchisement or disenfranchisement.




Considering Women as a Group

“As half the population,” historian Alexander Keyssar stresses, “women constituted the largest group of adults excluded from the franchise at the nation’s birth and for much of the nineteenth century.”8 Women could even represent the majority of the population in numbers and yet be an oppressed and subordinated minority relative to men. As “woman” was a category used to exclude women from political citizenship, all women as a group shared the same status.

Therefore, women who participated in the women’s rights movements did so as women, which means that their demands were connected to the recognition that there were specific power issues linked to their social positions as women. Some of these women were radical, others more conventional, or even conservative. They however all acknowledged that women shared a common plight, and common interests that led them to collectively organize to be in a position to shape politics.

However, this joint situation did not mean that all women faced identical forms of subordination. All women were excluded from institutional politics, yet as wives, daughters or mothers could exert some power through the men in their families. Women were exploited but also exploiters. White women owned slaves and often turned a blind eye to the sexual exploitation of Black women in their own homes. It is therefore important to acknowledge that women as a group were oppressed, but also that some women ignored, or benefited from and participated in other forms and systems of oppression than those solely based on sex. Sex was far from being the only battleground for equal rights. Race, class, and citizenship status were also at stake in the struggle.

Sectional differences and differences in religion, sexuality and imperial inheritance are other factors that shaped women’s experiences and their positions of power. These differences, as those mentioned above, are important to consider. They might shed light on strategic choices when women formed coalitions or tried to formulate equality within diversity, and might explain why some women rejected the vote to maintain their interests or chose to favor certain political strategies.




A History of Patriarchy

The history of women’s suffrage is part of the larger history of patriarchy, a social and political organization in which men hold power. American women’s social, political, economic and legal situation was ruled by a system of laws in which men had the upper hand and the authority. For instance, women’s legal status made them completely dependent on their husbands, who had a right to their wives’ property, labor and body. In the 18th and 19th centuries, the fight for women’s rights started with a fight for women to have the right to retain their property and to have access to education and employment. The right to vote was one demand among others, as illustrated by the 1848 Declaration of Sentiment, a document signed by women at a women’s rights convention, protesting women’s inferior status and listing resolutions for the equality of women.  

Carole Pateman, whom we mentioned above, explains that patriarchal resistance to women’s emancipation is one of the reasons why women’s suffrage took so long: “It was not merely participation in the government of the state that was seen to be at issue, but the patriarchal structure of relations between the sexes and conceptions of masculinity and femininity.”9

What this last observation suggests is that representations of masculinity and femininity are central to the conversations about men and women’s rights and about citizenship. This reference to the role of sex as a social, political, and cultural construct leads us to scrutinize the concept of gender.




Gender as a Historical Concept

Gender was explored by Joan Scott as a category of historical analysis in a 1986 article:

The core of the definition rests on an integral connection between two propositions: gender is a constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power.10


To elaborate on Scott’s definition, she invites historians to consider what are, at a given moment in history, the representations, images, ideas and concepts that constitute what societies understand as male and female, which are often understood as fixed binary opposites. But they are not, since they have changed over time, and Scott encourages us to deconstruct “the appearance of timeless permanence in binary gender representation.”11 Moreover, Scott insists that gender is embodied in politics, in social organizations and institutions. For instance, gender plays a central role in household and family constructs, but also in the labor market, in education and in politics. Scott indeed refers to universal male suffrage as “part of the process of gender construction.”12 It shows that gender plays a role in distributions of power and in whether and how men, or women, have access to material and symbolic resources. Finally, Scott considers how gender also affects individuals through gender identities. How do people navigate gender norms and expectations? How are gender identities shaped through cultural representations, social activities, organizations and practices? For women, winning the vote meant overturning not just laws but also ideas about gender roles.

The analysis of the history of women’s suffrage contained in this book will consider these different elements and explore issues of representation: how did Americans view and discuss women’s suffrage? How did the movements for and against women’s rights use ideas about gender to make their case? How does the history of women’s suffrage show that U.S. politics and institutions are gendered—that is to say, based on normative expectations and prescriptions of what women and men should do?

Before turning to a presentation of the historical context, let us take a look at the concept of citizenship in the United States. 




The Contested Theory and Variable History of U.S. Suffrage and Citizenship

Even though the notion of citizenship is one of the most essential political concepts, its history in the United States shows that it has been highly disputed both in theory and in practice. As Linda Kerber notes, “citizen” is “an equalizing word.”13 Going back to the founding generation that produced a new philosophy of the relationship between state and citizen, and to the Fourteenth Amendment, Kerber notes that all persons “are entitled to equal protection of the laws, and all citizens are bound equally to the state in a web of rights and obligations.”14 The rights of citizenship include full political rights and the obligations of allegiance, taxation, and military service. Yet there is tension in the notion between an ideal and what it means to exercise the rights conferred by the status.

Indeed, one of the difficulties at hand is to make sense of American egalitarian aspirations on the one hand and deep-rooted undemocratic and exclusionary practices on the other. “From the first,” historian Judith N. Shklar reminds us, “the most radical claims for freedom and political equality were played out in counterpoint to chattel slavery, the most extreme form of servitude.”15 She points out that the two main aspects of U.S. citizenship, the equality of political rights and the rejection of hereditary privileges, were in absolute contradiction to slavery, which is an inherited condition based on the denial of personhood and its appending rights. Discussing the debates over Missouri in 1820 and the spread of slavery into western territories, James Kettner underlines the “glaring inconsistencies between Americans’ professed principles of citizenship and their deep-seated desire to exclude certain groups permanently from the privileges of membership.”16

Furthermore, citizenship is a dynamic process, historically grounded and constantly reshaped by the struggles of marginalized groups for inclusion. History challenges the democratic self-image of the United States as a nation with universal suffrage. Until the 1960s, most African Americans were barred from voting in the South; for many years, Native Americans and Asian Americans could not become citizens, and some women could not vote before and after 1920. Voter suppression seems to be high on the Republican agenda in 2021. It might make more sense to talk about an ongoing process of democratization and to explore the dynamics of expanding political citizenship and the processes of inclusion of subordinated groups, while considering the dynamics of resistance to such inclusion: “From the nation’s founding, Americans have had—and continue to have—a deeply ambivalent attitude toward full participatory democracy and a conflicted stance toward universal suffrage.”17 Many Americans—people of color, women, and the poor—were unable to make the laws that regulated their lives. 

Women have been citizens of the United States from the beginning of the Republic. They were subject to the laws, could claim protection of the courts, and had to pay taxes. Yet the rights and obligations of citizenship were gendered, and women were excluded from certain rights and responsibilities. Indeed, gender hierarchies in the public and private spheres have impacted women’s citizenship status. For women, the meaning, expressions and challenges of citizenship took on many forms: access to the right to vote of course, but also the possibility to have some control over one’s body and sexuality and the power over one’s property. As Kerber notes, nationality was also an issue, since American women who married a foreign man lost their American nationality.18 Women’s economic citizenship has also been explored by Alice Kessler-Harris, who defines economic citizenship as “self-support, generally through the ability to work at the occupation of one’s choice,” linked to “training, access to and distribution of resource, and opportunity in the marketplace.” She argues that women’s restricted access to the labor market, or their lack of equal wages, limit their citizenship.19

Depending on their gender, class, race, region, or disabilities, American citizens experience differentiated citizenship rights.




The Meaning of the Ballot

When studying the history of woman suffrage, you might want to ponder upon the meaning of the right to vote. For Judith Shklar, it “has always been a certificate of full membership in society, and its value depends primarily on its capacity to confer a minimum of social dignity.”20 The ballot can be considered as a powerful instrument of government, but it is also a strong symbol of equality and a way to recognize citizenship. As Shklar explains, the ballot as a symbol of equality could explain why being part of the electorate could matter more than casting a vote. For the people asking for the vote, suffrage represented agency, empowerment and social standing. It meant pride and respect. For those opposing it, women’s right to participate in government was considered radical or dangerous.

Aileen Kraditor analyzed the different arguments used by suffragists to claim the ballot: they said that for them, the ballot meant self-protection, that it improved women’s interests and intellect and could make women better mothers and wives, but also that it could be a means to reform and an assertion of women’s duty to serve society.21 For some suffragists, the ballot was an end in itself and for others a means to other ends. Kraditor also explains that the way women viewed the ballot was connected to their social position: the more comfortable they were, the more important the vote was for them to close the gap between their social standing, their economic status and their political power.22 Women in less privileged positions did not necessarily want to prioritize the ballot.

It is also important to note that without the ballot, some women nonetheless voted outside electoral politics, for example in reform organizations or in trade unions. This demonstrates that the practice could exist without a formal right.




Putting Woman Suffrage in Context

The struggle for women’s suffrage mobilized generation after generation of dedicated, bold women, and it continues today, with Black women still at the forefront of the battle—as exemplified by Fair Fight Action, founded by Stacey Abrams. It has allowed women to thrive as leaders, public speakers, organizers and lobbyists and as thinkers, writers and strategists. Its success has required many local, state and national campaigns involving thousands of grassroots volunteers and paid organizers. Millions of dollars have been spent, made up mainly of small donations, and a few large ones too.

Women lobbied for and against the vote in a broader political, economic, cultural and ideological context. The movement developed and transformed as American society was undergoing massive changes and it shaped and was shaped by the context. Furthermore, women resisted other forms of oppression while fighting for the vote, and their struggles took on different forms. Women could be involved in abolitionist, trade union, and civil rights movements, they could be dedicated peace activists, they could believe in socialism or anarchism or they could be fierce birth control advocates. They could also be involved in racist, antifeminist and conservative movements.

We will now take a look at some of the themes that this book will explore to analyze suffrage in context and through the work of historians over the course of the period under study.

 

The history of the struggle for woman suffrage is interconnected with numerous aspects of American history and politics and encompasses theories about citizenry and gender roles on the one hand and political and social movements and practices on the other. It illuminates the political nature of ideological gender constructs as political actors—institutions, parties and politicians—discuss and examine women’s roles in politics in relation to their own views on gender.


Making women’s political participation visible

First, women’s political participation is often rendered invisible because it is not considered as legitimate, providing clear evidence of how politics are constructed on a male paradigm. This is illustrated by the abundance of contradictory injunctions and representations concerning women who dare to enter the male-dominated realm of politics. Femininity in politics is suspect and women are attacked for being too womanly and thus insufficiently capable, or for their lack of femininity in defiance of the gender order. Also in question is the historiographic consensus according to which the meaning of politics is assessed through a gendered lens, whereas women have been active in politics and doing the labor of politics in many forms, as canvassers, organizers, writers, from home and in public. Politics is not only connected to the presidency, Congress, parties and campaigns for office, and adopting this view keeps women in a minor role in political history. One needs to expand the definition of politics to include diverse activities and the places where they unfold.23

Thanks to grassroots activism, women have constantly engaged in politics despite disenfranchisement and lack of political representation. Women carried out political activities through clubs and other organisations. Furthermore, women used all political instruments available to them to ask for their rights, such as petitioning, lobbying and publicity. They mobilized both men and women from all walks of life—politicians, artists, intellectuals, homemakers and factory workers—to agitate for the movement. The suffrage fight was waged in the halls of Congress and statehouses, in the Supreme Court and in city halls, but also in parlors, kitchens and bedrooms, in the streets, on the markets, in parks, on beaches and in churches.




Women’s arguments for the vote

Women argued for the vote in many ways. Some used the universal language and promises of freedom, equality, and the consent of the governed put forward in American founding documents to argue for their right to citizenship as a matter of universal justice. They used the philosophy of natural rights. Some also maintained that men and women had different roles to fulfill and that women needed the vote to best accomplish theirs in the home. Building on that last argument, others pointed out that women possessed special skills to bring to politics as mothers. This approach, described as maternalist, consists in arguing for women’s equal representation in politics because women are committed to family and community issues.

For many activists, suffrage was part of a broader civil rights agenda, and their demands linked the votes with many other issues, such as racial equality, reproductive rights, sexual freedom, bodily integrity, economic independence, property rights and many others. As Cathleen Cahill has shown in her recent book, different groups of women supported the vote for reasons that were specific to their social positions, linked to race, class or citizenship status.24




The woman suffrage movement as a social movement

The suffrage movement was an organized, collective, public, political movement, where women had agency and could be empowered. Yet organizations were not immune from power dynamics: Who spoke for whom? How were movements led and organized? Were some activists invisible? These organizations represented an opportunity for emancipation and autonomy and they helped develop female—and male—professional networks, friendships, love and solidarity.

As a consequence, the suffrage movement, as a political and social movement, was interconnected with others. An impressive network of supporters, allies and organizations existed, demonstrating the centrality of cooperation and alliances. For instance, suffragists could belong to a temperance organization or a trade union. Informal networks such as friendships, built while attending the same church, school or college for example, were also important. Such networks illustrate the importance of social capital for the suffrage movement, which also required financial resources. Lastly, as a social movement, the suffrage movement also shaped a female political culture, which was influenced by American society but also influenced it in return.




The role of American institutions

More broadly, the issue of woman suffrage sheds light on the role of American political institutions, both at the federal and state levels, including legislatures, courts, governments and parties, as well as grassroots movements. As we will see, the history of woman suffrage is intertwined with constitutional history, from the debates during the Revolution to the passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments during Reconstruction and the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. In the 19th and 20th centuries, women petitioned and lobbied Congress for their voting rights. In the 1910s, a suffrage organization named the National Woman’s Party relentlessly lobbied Woodrow Wilson, the President at that time. Federalism will need to be considered as well, since some women could vote in some states prior to the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. Suffragists indeed led endless campaigns to persuade state legislatures to take the word “male” out of their constitutions, and the procedures often entailed holding a state referendum on the issue.




Exploring women’s power

Finally, the centrality of politics reveals the intricacies of power. Women were deprived of access to political institutions yet they could wield power, including political power, in different ways through petitions, writings, newspapers, organizations and strategies. The women’s suffrage movement gave women power. Some women also exerted political influence in an informal manner through their personal relations, including marriage to men who held power in government. However, women’s power was limited, as the success of woman suffrage as a piece of legislation depended on male political actors, legitimating men’s power over women. In that sense, women were powerless and submitted to male legislators who decided on their own freedom and politics. Some were allies, but many opposed it.




The racial politics of woman suffrage

The history of woman suffrage is deeply connected to the history of slavery and abolitionism. Indeed, many Black and white women and men championing women’s rights were first involved in the abolitionist movement starting in the 1830s. However, after the Civil War the historical coalition between women’s rights advocates and abolitionists crumbled during debates over new constitutional protections—the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments—that would make former enslaved men full participants in American democracy. Hopes for suffrage peaked during Reconstruction, but some mainstream suffrage organizations soon shunned Black women, which illustrates that the suffrage movement was not necessarily rooted in liberal ideas. At the turn of the 20th century, many suffragists used racist and white supremacist arguments. Meanwhile, Black women were at the vanguard of American democracy, championing an intersectional perspective that did not, and could not, separate women’s rights from Blacks’ rights.




Suffrage economics

The history of women’s suffrage is also related to women’s economic power, to the history of capitalism and labor history, to class issues, and to the history of the unpaid work women have done at home in the name of domesticity. Women activists were economic agents who politicized their role as consumers for the vote, who advertised their campaigns, and who were aware of the power of consumerism and public opinion. They built alliances as workers and with labor movements. Other issues to consider include the role of women’s work, how suffrage organizations were funded and how the suffrage movement allowed women to have a profession and to earn money as journalists, cartoonists, professional lecturers and paid organizers.




Suffrage intersections

There are other issues playing a role in the history of suffrage that this book will mention but not necessarily explore at length. They include the history of women’s educational opportunities, such as the role of universities and colleges. The history of woman suffrage is also a chapter in the history of ideas and intellectual history, connected with changing attitudes and practices regarding the representations of women’s roles, legal doctrine and women’s rights as both a philosophical movement and a movement spreading ideas about women’s roles. It is also connected to the history of religious ideas and organizations, such as Quakerism for instance, as many quakers were involved in the campaigns for women’s suffrage.

Movements for women’s rights have strongly influenced American culture, from print culture to art, food and fashion. These movements also benefited from new technologies, which have been central to the circulation of ideas and information and the publicization of their actions—in the press but also in industries, with the mass production of objects used in their campaigns and the adoption of new commodities such as the car, the plane, or the cinema. The revolution in transportation and in communication throughout the 19th century had an impact on the movement: cars and railroads facilitated life on the campaign trail and lecturing tours, while the telephone and the telegraph helped organizers share information faster.

Women’s suffrage is also linked to the history of foreign relations and transnational history. Transnational activism was central to the history of democratization, as it could influence “the local actors who participate[d] in transnational networks. Also, transnational actors based in other countries [could] encourage their home governments to pressure other governments.”25 The suffrage movement in the United States was thus also sustained by contacts with a transnational women’s movement that began in the 1830s. Bonnie Anderson has shown how between 1830 and 1860 early feminists created an international community with radical demands. These women wrote to each other, read each other’s works and traveled to exchange ideas and strategies.

The large scope of woman’s political activism has broadened the suffrage archive, which includes multiple sources. It comprises numerous textual productions by men and women, by suffragists and antisuffragists, and includes the papers of individuals and organizational records—letters, minutes from meetings, financial reports, tracts, pamphlets, speeches, essays, newspapers articles, columns, letters to the editor, memoirs and novels, short stories, poems, plays and songs. It has produced a rich visual culture including cartoons, drawings, photography, paintings, statues, portraits and movies. Suffragist and anti-suffragist movements yielded a rich material culture with board games, dolls, buttons, banners and stickers. Suffrage material also includes clothes, furniture, theatrical performances, health guides and court records. Martha Jones’ Vanguard also illustrates the power of family history and genealogy to exhume the stories left by former generations of women.26 The wealth of material testifies to the complexity and magnitude of suffrage activities.






Historiography as a Site of Struggle

Telling history from the perspective of women’s lives often challenges narratives, institutions and epistemological categories. Women’s history upsets the value system that defines what matters historically. Are women’s contributions measured according to standards set by men? This plays out in a racial perspective as well, as women of color’s contributions to suffrage history has too often been eclipsed by white women taking center stage. Therefore, woman suffrage raises two interrelated historiographic issues: how to make the history of women an object of study and how to integrate women into the narrative of history as subjects. 

To paraphrase historian Lisa Tetrault, suffragists invented women’s history in the second half of the 19th century.27 Indeed, in the 1880s, suffragists Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony started to write and edit The History of Woman Suffrage, which would eventually comprise six volumes. It was an attempt to make their case and defend their place in history, in a process of legitimating their political struggle and its outcome. Stanton and Anthony used history to justify their cause, to promote their ideas and to enroll new recruits. This shows that in the case of the original historiography of woman suffrage, history-writing and activism were closely intertwined. Many activists wrote their own stories and suffrage-dominant organizations published their versions of the history of woman suffrage before and after the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment.28 It is important to note that these earlier accounts have been both very influential and constantly reevaluated in suffrage historiography.

Many women historians of the 1960s and 1970s framed their interest in women’s history as a product of activism. As suffrage historian Ellen DuBois explains, “my generation wanted to contribute to a historical practice that would be useful, that would not only document social change but help realize it.”29 In a response to the larger political context of the 1960s, some historians, largely influenced by social history, wanted to focus history away from traditional seats of power to practice it “from the bottom up.” Many scholars focused on the lives of private individuals and on women’s experience with family or sexuality. Uncovering women’s lives explains why the writing of biography was an important historiographic tool.

Some of the first, now classic, accounts included Eleanor Flexner’s Century of Struggle: The Women’s Rights Movement in the United States (1959), Aileen S. Kraditor’s The Ideas of the Woman Suffrage Movement, 1890–1920 (1965), and Alan P. Grimes’ The Puritan Ethic and Woman Suffrage (1967). These groundbreaking works have been discussed and reevaluated, with increasing attention paid to issues of race, ethnicity and class. Ellen Carol Dubois’s Feminism and Suffrage: The Emergence of an Independent Women’s Movement in America, 1848–1869 (1978) focused on the demise of the abolitionist-feminist alliance during Reconstruction and the suffragists’ failed attempt at forging an alliance with organized labor, but it is not until Rosalyn Terborg-Penn’s African American Women in the Struggle for the Vote, 1850–1920 (1998) that Black women took center stage.

Suffrage scholarship has constantly expanded in new directions and new ways. Some scholars have challenged the idea that the women’s movement had ended in 1920—for instance Susan D. Becker’s The Origins of the Equal Rights Amendment: American Feminism between the Wars (1981) and Nancy F. Cott’s The Grounding of Modern Feminism (1987). Such work has participated in the renewal of the periodization of women’s history, which had been characterized by the wave metaphor debunked by Nancy Hewitt and others in a collection of essays entitled No Permanent Waves: Recasting Histories of U.S. Feminism (2010).30 Hewitt has convincingly argued in favor of the frequency metaphor, “in order to recognize the multiple and conflicting elements that comprise particular periods of activism.”31 She explains that the metaphor of radio wave frequencies can account for how different versions of feminism can coexist, amplify or decrease over time. 

Other scholarship, mostly in the 1990s and early 2000s, has challenged the temporal, geographical, racial and class boundaries of the prevailing narrative through key works such as Lori Ginzberg’s Untidy Origins: A Story of Woman’s Rights in Antebellum New York (2005), which rewrites the chronology; Boni Anderson’s Joyous Greetings (2000), which shows the existence of a 19th century transnational movement; and DuBois’s Harriot Stanton Blatch and the Winning of Woman Suffrage (1997), which offers insights into class issues.

Suffrage history has explored many themes and evolved from a dominant narrative to a profusion of narratives that focus on gender, race, class, geography, politics, culture, and much more. It is important to note that some works have also placed suffrage in the dynamics of empire and Westward expansion, such as Sneider’s Suffragists in an Imperial Age: U.S. Expansion and the Woman Question, 1870-1929 (2008).

To sum up, recent historiography has looked beyond the centrality of the 1920 Nineteenth Amendment milestone, the Eastern hotbed of activism and the white women’s narratives. Suffrage chronology has indeed shifted, with 1920 no longer being the center of focus since some women could vote in a variety of places before 1920 while others remained disenfranchised after 1920. Recent research has also shifted the focal point onto new spaces away from the Northeast, such as the American West and the South, and included transnational networks. Last but not least, it looks to prioritize women of color: this is a radical and essential historiographic issue because it deconstructs the very idea that democracy is defined as universal adult white male suffrage and that it exists without women and without people of color. The rights of women of color thus embody the ideals to strive for. As Martha Jones underlines, the Black women’s view was always intersectional and they “could not support any movement that separated out matters of racism from sexism, at least not for long”. They could not set aside or subordinate particular interests, and, as Jones adds, they were “the nation’s original feminists and antiracists, and they built a movement on these core principles.”32




Organization of the Book

This book is organized chronologically to present an overview of the history of woman suffrage. It aims to provide a broad perspective while taking into consideration the diversity of experiences and voices comprised within the movement and striving to reflect the complexity of racial, geographic, gender and class politics. 

It begins by examining the agitation about women’s rights during the Revolution, which was not fought in the name of women’s rights yet triggered philosophical and political debates about natural rights and equality that created a space for questions regarding women’s roles in the body politic. The second chapter discusses the antebellum period—that is to say before the Civil War—when discussions and conventions about women’s rights emerged as abolitionism and reform agitated the nation. The third chapter is focused on the Civil War and Reconstruction, when the historic alliance between abolitionism and women’s rights crumbled. The fourth chapter addresses the transformations and reorganization of suffrage at the turn of the 20th century, when it became a mass movement in the context of progressivism, as “a movement for and by women.”33 The fifth chapter focuses on woman suffrage as a mass movement in the 1910s, and the final chapter deals with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment and the unfinished struggle for voting rights until 1965 and the passage of the Voting Rights Act.
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