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PRAISE FOR
Lives of American Women


“Finally! The majority of students—by which I mean women—will have the opportunity to read biographies of women from our nation’s past. (Men can read them too, of course!) The ‘Lives of American Women’ series features an eclectic collection of books, readily accessible to students who will be able to see the contributions of women in many fields over the course of our history. Long overdue, these books will be a valuable resource for teachers, students, and the public at large.”


—COKIE ROBERTS,
author of Founding Mothers and Ladies of Liberty


“Just what any professor wants: books that will intrigue, inform, and fascinate students! These short, readable biographies of American women—specifically designed for classroom use—give instructors an appealing new option to assign to their history students.”


—MARY BETH NORTON,
Mary Donlon Alger Professor of American History,
Cornell University


“For educators keen to include women in the American story, but hampered by the lack of thoughtful, concise scholarship, here comes ‘Lives of American Women,’ embracing Abigail Adams’s counsel to John—‘remember the ladies.’ And high time, too!”


—LESLEY S. HERRMANN,
Executive Director, The Gilder Lehrman
Institute of American History


“Students both in the general survey course and in specialized offerings like my course on U.S. women’s history can get a great understanding of an era from a short biography. Learning a lot about a single but complex character really helps to deepen appreciation of what women’s lives were like in the past.”


—PATRICIA CLINE COHEN,
University of California, Santa Barbara


“Biographies are, indeed, back. Not only will students read them, biographies provide an easy way to demonstrate particularly important historical themes or ideas. . . . Undergraduate readers will be challenged to think more deeply about what it means to be a woman, citizen, and political actor. . . . I am eager to use this in my undergraduate survey and specialty course.”


—JENNIFER THIGPEN,
Washington State University, Pullman


“These books are, above all, fascinating stories that will engage and inspire readers. They offer a glimpse into the lives of key women in history who either defied tradition or who successfully maneuvered in a man’s world to make an impact. The stories of these vital contributors to American history deliver just the right formula for instructors looking to provide a more complicated and nuanced view of history.”


—ROSANNE LICHATIN,
2005 Gilder Lehrman Preserve
America History Teacher of the Year


“The Lives of American Women authors raise all of the big issues I want my classes to confront—and deftly fold their arguments into riveting narratives that maintain students’ excitement.”


—WOODY HOLTON,
author of Abigail Adams
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Westview Press is pleased to launch Lives of American Women. Selected and edited by renowned women’s historian Carol Berkin, these brief, affordably priced biographies are designed for use in undergraduate courses. Rather than a comprehensive approach, each biography focuses instead on a particular aspect of a woman’s life that is emblematic of her time, or which made her a pivotal figure in the era. The emphasis is on a “good read,” featuring accessible writing and compelling narratives, without sacrificing sound scholarship and academic integrity. Primary sources at the end of each biography reveal the subject’s perspective in her own words. Study Questions and an Annotated Bibliography support the student reader.


Dolley Madison: The Problem of National Unity by Catherine Allgor


Lillian Gilbreth: Redefining Domesticity by Julie Des Jardins


Alice Paul: Equality for Women by Christine Lunardini


Rebecca Dickinson: Independence for a New England Woman by Marla Miller


Sarah Livingston Jay: Model Republican Woman by Mary-Jo Kline


Betsy Mix Cowles: Bold Reformer by Stacey Robertson


Sally Hemings: Given Her Time by Jon Kukla


Shirley Chisholm: Catalyst for Change by Barbara Winslow


Margaret Sanger: Freedom, Controversy and the Birth Control Movement by Esther Katz


Barbara Egger Lennon: Teacher, Mother, Activist by Tina Brakebill


Anne Hutchinson: A Dissident Woman’s Boston by Vivian Bruce Conger


Angela Davis: Radical Icon by Robyn Spencer


Catharine Beecher: The Complexity of Gender in 19th Century America by Cindy Lobel


Julia Lathrop: Social Service and Progressive Government by Miriam Cohen


Mary Pickford: Women, Film and Selling Girlhood by Kathy Feeley


Elizabeth Gurley Flynn: The Making of the Modern Woman by Lara Vapnek
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SERIES EDITOR’S FOREWORD



When women gathered at Seneca Falls in 1848, their agenda was truly radical: they were challenging the norms and the values of their society. In an era when men and women were assigned separate spheres and full citizenship was available only to adult white males, these women called for nothing less than equal economic, educational, and political equality—and a dramatic shift in established notions of the intellectual and moral differences between the sexes.


The right to vote, or suffrage, was only one of the Seneca Falls convention’s radical demands. But as the decades went by, many of the women who devoted time and energy to women’s rights took a narrower view of their agenda. By the time Alice Paul was born in 1885, winning the vote had become the central, if not the only, goal of the movement. In Paul, however, the spirit of Seneca Falls lived on. Over her remarkable lifetime, she campaigned tirelessly for full equality of the sexes. For Paul, suffrage was only a first step; the ultimate goal had to be a nation fully committed to gender equality. This, she argued, could be achieved only through the passage of an equal rights amendment.


As a leader of the feminist movement in the early twentieth century, Paul brought to her campaigns a rare combination of unshakable conviction, willing personal sacrifice, and remarkable political savvy. She had a flair for the dramatic—and knew how to mobilize support and gain national attention for her cause. It was Paul who organized the first major suffrage parade down the streets of Washington, DC, and it was Paul who brought national attention to the plight of suffrage demonstrators who had been arrested and jailed by organizing a hunger strike within the prison.


As Christine Lunardini shows us, Paul’s feminism was rooted in her Quaker upbringing within a family that assumed a daughter had as great an obligation to improve the world as a son. Throughout her lifetime, Paul attracted devoted followers and allies who respected her tireless work, first for suffrage and then for the equal rights amendment. Yet Paul had as many critics as she had admirers. Her tactics shocked other leaders of the suffrage movement, and her refusal to compromise drove a wedge between her and mainstream women’s organizations. Like many visionaries, Paul was controversial in her own lifetime—and remains controversial in the histories written about the women’s movement.


Paul’s successes illustrate how effective leadership can both harness and shape changes in the social and political climate of a nation, but Paul’s failures may be equally instructive. The debate over the equal rights amendment reminds us that the women’s movement did not speak with one voice. Feminists were divided on many issues, including the wisdom of the amendment, which would have eliminated special protection for women in the workplace. What might have been a principled stand for white middle- and upper-class women was seen as a threat to the health of working women. The failure of the equal rights amendment thus reminds us that race and class always intersect with gender, making a universal women’s agenda difficult, if not impossible.


Alice Paul’s story also reminds us that rights we take for granted today were once resisted and were won only through struggle. In her own lifetime, Paul was labeled a “militant” and criticized as a “radical.” Today, her insistence that women, no less than men, deserve a place in every facet of American social, political, and economic life defines the reality we see around us. How this change came about—and who the agents of that change were—is central to understanding the twentieth and twenty-first centuries in America.


In examining and narrating the lives of women both famous and obscure, Westview’s “Lives of American Women” series populates our national past more fully and more richly. Each story told is the story not simply of an individual but of the era in which she lived, the events in which she participated, and the experiences she shared with her contemporaries. Some of these women will be familiar to the reader; others may not appear at all in the history books that focus on the powerful, the brilliant, or the privileged. But each of these women is worth knowing. In their personal odysseys, American history comes alive.


—Carol Berkin





AUTHOR’S PREFACE



As an undergraduate at Mount Holyoke College, I discovered the National Woman’s Party while searching for a senior thesis topic. I soon realized that Alice Paul was the real story. Even a superficial investigation of Paul left me with a question: Given the awe-inspiring nature of her accomplishments on behalf of American women, why was she almost always marginalized by historians of women’s history? Most of the histories written about the suffrage campaign viewed Paul either as a nuisance who threatened to delay the vote for women or as a well-meaning but ineffective suffragist. Even William Chafe, one of the very few historians who recognized Paul as a truly charismatic figure in the movement, tended to praise Carrie Chapman Catt’s leadership. Catt, the president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association, unfairly garnered the lion’s share of credit for passage of the Nineteenth Amendment.


After graduating from MHC and beginning graduate studies at Princeton University, I continued to be fascinated with Alice Paul. My adviser (Chair Professor Arthur S. Link, the great Wilsonian scholar) offered his enthusiastic approval for my thesis topic. My original thesis dealt with the National Woman’s Party and the suffrage campaign. Very few of Alice Paul’s personal papers were available at the time I was studying these topics. In the intervening years, however, many more of Paul’s public and private papers have been made available in various library collections. The National Woman’s Party archives, the Schlesinger Library in Cambridge, and the Library of Congress, among others, now include Paul’s papers.


I was recently handed a second opportunity to produce another Alice Paul volume. This one would focus much more on Alice herself. She was—and is—a heroic figure in American history. She dedicated her life to working for equality for women, not only in America but throughout the world. She also happened to be extremely intelligent and charismatic. Don’t be surprised, after reading about Alice Paul and everything she accomplished, if you find yourself asking, “What can I do to promote equality for women?”


I am grateful to the following people for this opportunity to revisit Alice Paul. First and foremost, I would like to thank senior editors Priscilla McGeehan and Carol Berkin for making sure that the Lives of American Women series found a home with such a distinguished publisher. Priscilla worked tirelessly on behalf of all of us authors to make sure that happened. In addition, she has proved to be a wonderfully supportive editor. Her encouragement throughout made it so much easier to get done what had to be done. Carol, too, was very helpful, providing practical advice on producing a manuscript that would be readable and exciting. I thank her for that. The suggestions from readers of the proposal and the manuscript added materially to the book. For alerting me to issues and questions that I had to rethink, I am indebted to Amy Bix (Iowa State University), Wendy Castro (University of Central Arkansas), Megan Elias (Queensboro Community College), Jane Gerhard (Mount Holyoke College), Elizabeth Pleck (University of Illinois), and Veronica Wilson (University of Pittsburgh). I would also like to thank my longtime friend and colleague Professor Catherine Clinton of Queens College, Belfast, Ireland, for suggesting my name to Priscilla and Carol. From our graduate-school days at Princeton to the present, Catherine has pointed me in the direction of several projects—including some collaborative efforts—that have proved to be personally satisfying. Thank you, Catherine. My thanks to Sandra Beris, senior project editor at The Perseus Books Group; and a special thanks to copyeditor Christine Arden. Her attention to the small details in the manuscript resulted in an infinitely better final product. In this case, the luck of the draw made all the difference and I am truly appreciative.


Members of my family have been more than generous in their support and encouragement, including my sister Pat Donahue as well as Kevin, Kate, Sarah, and Luke Donahue. My sister-in-law Donna Lunardini has also been unfailingly encouraging throughout. My niece Abby Lunardini Owens remains my political touchstone in a world gone right. I have three wonderful godchildren who mean more to me than I can express and whose thoughtfulness and support never cease to amaze: Noah Callahan-Bever, editor in chief of Complex Magazine; Chloe Callahan-Flintoft, who graduated from Trinity College Dublin and is now a master’s candidate in statistics at Baruch College in New York City; and Sheila Callahan-Victore, a sophomore at Tufts University in Boston.


Everything that is right about this volume I owe in great measure to these professional colleagues, friends, and family members. Everything that is not what it should be is solely my responsibility.


—Christine Lunardini
Roseville, California
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Becoming Alice Paul


Alice Paul, the oldest child of William and Tacie Paul, was born in 1885. The struggle for women’s rights, begun in 1848, had expanded over the years but could count only a handful of suffrage states where women were allowed to vote. No one, least of all Alice’s parents, could foresee that this tiny addition to the American population was destined to change all of that.


William Mickle Paul married Tacie Haines Parry in 1881. He was just thirty years old but already a successful businessman and community leader in what is now Moorestown, New Jersey. A cofounder and the president of the Burlington County Trust Company, Paul sat on the Board of Directors of several area companies and invested in real estate. Both he and his new wife were descended from illustrious and influential colonial leaders. William could claim no less than John Winthrop, the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Winthrop’s vision of Massachusetts as the “city on a hill,” which would shine as a beacon for all to follow, helped shape the character of the New World colonies. Another of William Paul’s ancestors had been jailed in England because of his Quaker religious beliefs. After his release he, too, made his way to the New World, the first Paul to do so, and settled in New Jersey. The community, originally named Paulsboro and later renamed Moorestown, was located in Burlington County, bordering Pennsylvania, less than ten miles from Philadelphia. By the time William was born in 1850, Burlington County had become home to a thriving Quaker community. It is likely that William attended the same Friends School in Cinnaminson, New Jersey, as his future wife.


Tacie Parry Paul, born in Cinnaminson, could, like William, trace her ancestors back to the earliest colonial settlers. On her side of the family, her lineage went all the way back to William Penn, the founder of Pennsylvania Colony. After graduating from the Cinnaminson Friends School, Tacie was one of the first women to attend Swarthmore College. Her father, Judge William Parry, cofounded Swarthmore, along with, among others, Lucretia Mott, one of the most influential abolitionists in the years leading up to the Civil War and a longtime women’s rights advocate. Judge Parry raised much of the funding for the school. Tacie would have been one of the first women graduates of Swarthmore had she not left during her final year to marry William Paul. At that time, married women were not allowed to attend school. Perhaps to lessen her father’s disappointment, Tacie promised that all of her children would spend at least a year at Swarthmore in order to benefit from a Quaker education.


William and Tacie subscribed wholeheartedly to gender equality, separation from materialistic society, a close relationship with nature, and working toward a better society. In accordance with a Quaker tenet, all members of the community were urged to find their “inner light”—namely, the motivation to act on their conscience and to influence the creation of a “better society” as they personally defined it. The broad strokes of a better society included beliefs in pacifism, nonviolent resolution of problems, equal justice, and personal growth. Two years after they were married, the Pauls purchased a sprawling working farm in Mt. Laurel, New Jersey, a few miles from Moorestown, which they promptly named Paulsdale Farm. The 170-plus-acre farm, complete with a large rambling farmhouse, was another measure of William’s business success. From its enormous wraparound veranda, one could look out on a sweeping front yard, several barns and other buildings, and fields of various crops and animals. Although William considered himself a gentleman farmer, his hired hands did most of the actual farm work. The family also employed several Irish maids to help with the work in the main house. It was in this prosperous and peaceful setting that the Pauls’ four children were born.


Alice Stokes Paul, named for her maternal grandmother, arrived on January 11, 1885. Her three younger siblings followed in fairly rapid succession: William (1886), Helen (1889), and Parry (1895). Growing up at Paulsdale Farm became a life lesson in the core beliefs of the elder Pauls. Though removed from the surrounding community, the farm was certainly not isolated. Relying on its bounty kept the Paul children close to nature, while their various chores taught them the virtues of perseverance and industry. The children enjoyed competitive games, but, in keeping with Quaker belief, music and dancing were not part of their young lives. They were very aware that their Irish maids went off to dances in town. As Alice noted years later, they assumed that only “a sort of common people” engaged in that kind of activity.1 It is likely that William Paul was the more conservative parent when it came to music and dance. Shortly after his death, when Alice had already left for college, Tacie Paul purchased a harpsichord for the family home so her daughter Helen could take music lessons.


Alice also remembered at a very young age going with her mother to woman suffrage meetings at neighbors’ homes. Since all of their relatives and friends were Quakers, she grew up accepting women’s equality as a given and not as something up for debate. More than anything else, however, Alice loved to read. She loved the classics. If she was off on her own, more than likely she could be found at the local Friends Library. She recalls reading every line written by Charles Dickens “over and over and over again.”2 These early experiences were already beginning to reveal Paul’s complex nature. On the one hand, she clearly believed the household staffs were commoners with lower social standings than the Pauls. On the other hand, she believed without question in equality for women and found great resonance in the social issues that Dickens wrote about, including the relationship between class and poverty.


Because her parents believed deeply in gender equality, they expected Alice to lead her younger siblings by example. Alice easily adapted to this position of responsibility. She strove to shine in her parents’ eyes—and succeeded in doing so. Her father had ultimate confidence in his oldest daughter’s ability to do whatever was asked of her. He observed more than once that “whenever there is anything hard and disagreeable to do, I bank on Alice.”3 And her mother’s words of advice, which were repeated each time Alice was asked to take on a new task, stayed with her throughout her lifetime: “When you put your hand to the plow, you can’t put it down until you get to the end of the row.”4 Her parents’ teachings and her Quaker upbringing—combined with the worldviews of the many authors, such as Dickens, whose words she internalized—were strong influences in shaping her own worldview. They also helped to teach her how one should live life.


All four of the Paul children attended the Moorestown Friends School. And, in keeping with Tacie Paul’s promise to her father, all four attended Swarthmore for at least one year. The younger Paul children, however, chose to transfer to different colleges after their year was up. Only Alice stayed at Swarthmore. She loved college life. She thrived on being a part of the intellectual community of teachers and fellow students that she found there. She also liked the atmosphere steeped in Quaker tradition. Her intelligence and thirst for knowledge ensured that she would do extremely well at Swarthmore. That fact may explain her siblings’ preference for educational experiences elsewhere—an alternative preferable to having to live up to Alice’s reputation!


After graduating at the top of her class from the Moorestown Friends School in 1901, Alice was more than ready for college. She did not yet have a clear idea of the path she would follow. She did know that, as soon as she enrolled at Swarthmore, she would have to declare her major. Most of the other women students were taking majors in subjects like English literature and Latin. Because she was so well-read and had done so well in these areas at the Friends School, Paul was determined to take the path less followed. She knew absolutely nothing about science or math. To her, the logical choice was to spend her time at Swarthmore learning about what she didn’t know rather than concentrating on academic pursuits that were in her comfort zone. She chose biology as her major because, as she readily admitted, “this is the only way I will ever learn about [science].”5 Her choice of a major in science revealed another of Paul’s characteristics: the sense that there was little to be gained from redoing something already done. To be clear, pursuing a career in science had never really entered Paul’s mind. Although she thought she should know as much as she could about science and higher mathematics, these subjects just didn’t interest her as a career choice.


A few months into her freshman year at Swarthmore, Paul suffered a personal tragedy, probably the first in her young life. In the winter of 1901, her parents took a vacation trip to Florida. They stayed only two weeks and then quickly returned to New Jersey; as Paul would subsequently recall, her father’s business activities kept him extremely busy. Soon after their return, Mr. Paul caught a cold that quickly became a very bad cold and then turned into pneumonia. In the blink of an eye he was gone, succumbing to the pneumonia and leaving Mrs. Paul with four young children. Alice had just turned sixteen. When asked many years later how she dealt with her father’s death, Alice’s response was vague at best: “I just remember that life went on.”6 For someone to have so vague a recollection about a seminal life event may seem odd at first glance. In fact, her response reflected another Paul characteristic. She consistently downplayed or was extremely vague about events in her life that, factually, had to have affected her deeply. Whether it was the death of her father or being force-fed as a suffrage prisoner or being committed to a psychiatric ward by the government because of her picketing activity, Paul’s personal recollections of these events were often sketchy, if not dismissive. Were it not for the testimony of others who worked with her and ample printed coverage of her experiences, she might still be regarded historically as little more than a misguided eccentric. As late as the 1970s, many historians of the woman suffrage movement viewed her as marginal at best and counterproductive at worst.


Yet life did go on for Alice, and Swarthmore continued to suit her. At that time, the college enrolled about four hundred students. In keeping with Quaker beliefs, about half the students were women—a ratio that made Swarthmore stand out among coeducational schools of the day. Alice enjoyed participating in sports; she excelled at tennis, loved basketball, and played field hockey as well. A lifelong friend whom she met at Swarthmore, Mabel Vernon, remembered Alice as rather shy but very sports-oriented. In those days, Vernon noted, Alice was the picture of health. Despite her shyness, Alice enjoyed conspiring with her close friends to play pranks on fellow students. One night, she and her friends tied together several white sheets and hung them out the dorm window, hoping to shock passersby when they spotted the ghostly apparitions. In many ways, this early version of Alice Paul was the typical college coed of her day, stretching the boundaries of her experience and enjoying the camaraderie of her friends.


For the first time in her memory, Paul experienced music and dance, both of which she seemed to enjoy. For Quakers, consensus on all things was not as important as interpreting one’s inner light. Those making the decisions at Swarthmore were comfortable with exposing their students to music and dance. Swarthmore students were encouraged to play musical instruments, and on Sunday evenings everyone could sing or listen to hymns performed by members of the community. Alice took dance classes and attended the college-sponsored dances for female students, the custom at Swarthmore. There were also weekly gatherings to which all students were invited. It was an opportunity to socialize, to chat with and get to know other students. Alice was also content to spend long hours reading and taking walks alone or with classmates along the Crum, a stream that bordered the Swarthmore campus.


Swarthmore students were expected to attend Quaker services each week and to take all their meals together as well. Students were assigned designated tables and seats when they arrived on campus. For four years they ate all their meals with the same group. Each table was presided over by a college dean, charged with instilling in her pupils proper etiquette as preparation for taking their place in polite society. Everyone said grace together, and then the male students would go out to the kitchen and bring in the food for the table. The dean signaled the end of each meal when “with great ceremony she rose and walked out and with great ceremony the students rose and walked out behind her. It was a very dignified and a very lovely regime.”7


In her sophomore year Alice joined a debate society, probably because she did not think her public speaking skills were at all impressive. Debating would be an opportunity to improve upon them. Mabel Vernon first met Alice Paul when both were competing in an extemporaneous speaking contest at Swarthmore. Knowing her friend to be a gifted speaker, Paul sought out her advice. Paul had no doubt that Vernon would win the competition. She confided to Vernon that she (Paul) would almost certainly be eliminated. She had very little confidence in her own public speaking ability. Vernon offered what advice she could to the uncertain Paul. In the end, Vernon did win first prize in the event but Paul also made the finals, indicating that she was a much better speaker than she gave herself credit for. Much later Vernon observed that this incident, too, had been characteristic of Alice Paul: she always seemed to downplay her own talents and abilities and believed that others could do things so much better than she.


Paul continued to do well at Swarthmore. However, until her senior year she had no clear idea of her goals for the future. She maintained an excellent academic standing in her biology major, though she still had no real passion for the subject. She had begun to think about teaching after Swarthmore. For women students who wanted to support themselves after college, teaching was the most common goal. Most students did not think in terms of working toward a career or even supporting themselves. The vast majority of students planned on returning home after college. For women students, this meant living with their families until they were married—if they married. For male students, it was usually a matter of going into business with their fathers, whether that meant some form of commerce, farming, or perhaps a profession such as law or medicine. Alice herself might well have graduated with no better idea of where her interests lay were it not for Swarthmore’s newest faculty member, Professor of Politics and Economics Robert Clarkson Brooks.


In her senior year Alice took Brooks’s courses in political science and economics. For the first time in her college career, she had found something that excited her greatly. Brooks taught his students that the relationship between economy and politics could determine the kind of social changes that would result in a better society. He also explained that political activism did not require holding public office. This gave the Swarthmore coeds something to ponder, as very few women held any kind of public office at the time. A firm advocate of “progressivism,” a movement just beginning to effect change across the country, Brooks offered his students the prospect of the better life so integral to Quaker beliefs. This new way of looking at social problems and how to solve them excited Paul immensely. It didn’t immediately resolve her indecisiveness about her future, but it did cast a new light on that future.


Paul graduated in 1905. In recognition of accomplishment in an area other than science, she was named the Ivy Poet of her class. The honor required that Paul write an original poem that she would then recite at a Swarthmore traditional ceremony. Each graduating class placed a brick in an edifice constructed for that purpose to commemorate their years at the school. Being named the Ivy Poet terrified Paul for two reasons. First, she had never written a poem before and she didn’t think she possessed the proper creativity to pull it off. Second, despite her public speaking efforts, she didn’t believe that she could recite the poem in front of the entire college community. She turned once again to Mabel Vernon, requesting that Mabel coach her so that she could get through the ordeal without embarrassing herself, her class, or the college. In the end, her first and only poem turned out to be much better than she thought she was capable of. She also did a very creditable job of reciting it at the ceremony.


Graduation brought another entirely unexpected opportunity. Although Paul had no way of knowing it, taking Professor Brooks’s classes gradually but thoroughly changed the direction her life would take. She did so well in his classes that Brooks nominated her for a postgraduate scholarship awarded by the College Settlement Association (CSA). The college settlement movement started by Jane Addams had become very popular by that time. Addams and Ellen Gates Starr founded Hull House in Chicago in 1889. They intended to provide the tools that would allow immigrant populations to assimilate into American life. Their classes, which were taught in English and exposed immigrants to American art and culture as well as to more practical instruction in the labor market and citizenship, brought throngs of would-be Americans to Hull House. Very quickly, Hull House also became a place where social issues were addressed, including education, child labor, occupational and workplace safety, and wages and hours. Before long, Hull House had become the best example of what settlement houses could be. More than five hundred settlement houses were opened across the country, many of them modeled after Hull House. When Paul graduated from Swarthmore, the CSA awarded one-year scholarships to graduates of select colleges who seemed most suited for the field of social work. Paul had never considered social work as a career. She accepted the scholarship as a means of exploring that avenue further. Given the choice of which settlement-house city she wanted to go to, Paul chose New York.


Paul arrived in New York in the fall of 1905. She was assigned to the Rivington Street Settlement House and enrolled in the New York School of Philanthropy, also part of the scholarship award. Founded in 1898, the School of Philanthropy was established to provide a level of professionalism for social workers. It later merged with Columbia University and became the Columbia University School of Social Work. Before social work developed into an academic discipline, charitable giving tended to be haphazard at best. A system in which the needs of clients could be easily matched with organizational outreach programs just did not exist. Indeed, there was no structure even for determining or verifying a client’s needs. The founder of the School of Philanthropy was a much-respected figure in charity organization circles. As the first president of the school, he was instrumental in developing much more rigorous training for his students. As a student, Paul attended lectures and went on numerous site visits to various institutions.


In addition to her academic work at the School of Philanthropy, Paul became a Rivington Street associate case worker. Rivington Street was located in a largely Jewish and Italian neighborhood, and Paul’s scholarship provided for room and board at the settlement house. She spent her year there working with experienced social workers, mostly observing. They visited several families on an individual basis, and Paul—as the assistant to the case worker—wrote supplemental reports on their status, along with whatever recommendations she believed were in order. In short, it was in-depth training in preparation for becoming a case worker.


Paul graduated in 1906 with a postgraduate degree in social work. Although she worked diligently throughout the year to fulfill the commitment she had made by accepting the scholarship, the most noteworthy aspect of her experience was her attitude toward social work. “I could see that social workers were not doing much good in the world. That’s what I thought, anyway.” Nearly seven decades later, her opinion had not changed. “I still think so. So to spend all your time doing something that—you knew you couldn’t change the situation by social work.” Her attitude toward social work may have been influenced by the newness of the discipline. She never committed to being a social worker. And, “[b]y the time I had been there awhile, I knew I didn’t want to be a social worker, whatever else I was.”8


Even so, she was not dissuaded from accepting another similar job following her graduation from the School of Philanthropy. The Charity Organization Society (COS) invited her to join it for the summer. She was paid a very small stipend and continued to live at Rivington Street. It was a much more hands-on experience than her academic training had been, and one that she seemed to enjoy more—probably because she was now responsible for helping to find actual solutions to her clients’ problems. She would meet with individuals, find out what they needed from the COS, and then spend hours upon hours visiting and calling various organizations that might be in a position to provide the sought-after relief. There was no real welfare as such. Solutions came from independent organizations that were generally very specific in the type of assistance or aid they could offer. So the task involved contacting church groups, civic organizations, or medical institutions that offered specific services through the COS. By the end of the summer, Paul had discovered an entirely different New York in her effort to help “the under layer of people who were up against it.”9


Although she could walk away with the feeling that she had helped to provide some relief to a few families during her social work summer, her primary revelation was that “I didn’t know very much. I was thoroughly convinced of that.”10


At this point, she decided to enroll in the graduate program at the University of Pennsylvania. She knew exactly what she wanted to do. The fire that Professor Brooks had ignited at Swarthmore still burned brightly within Paul. Ever since taking his economics and political science classes, she knew that these were areas she was truly passionate about. In fact, if Brooks had been at Swarthmore for her entire college career and if she’d been exposed to such classes immediately, she would never have been a science major. And giving up the idea of social work required less thought than tying her shoes. She had all the requisite credentials to go into that field. “I could have become a social worker, but I am certainly glad I never did that.”11


As a master’s degree candidate at UPenn, Paul majored in sociology with minors in political science and economics. The year flew by. Her academic choices excited her as well as her professors. In particular, Professor of Economics Simon Patten had a profound effect on Paul. Patten chaired the Wharton School when Paul was a student. He was one of the first economists to foresee a transition from the economics of scarcity to an economics of abundance. In his view, new technologies had the potential to ensure an abundance of resources that would produce enough wealth to provide everyone in the Western world with a proper diet, basic housing and clothing, and education adequate to meet industries’ needs. Achieving these desired goals required only group social action, Patten declared. He envisioned a society that would have as its backbone a segment of the population with the wherewithal to fill the needs of labor, thus ensuring their employability. Many older American cities, such as New York, Boston, and Chicago, had fallen under the sway of corrupt elected officials and party hacks more interested in increasing their own wealth by controlling the voters. People like the notorious Boss Tweed in New York City looked to the so-called Robber Barons—the Rockefellers, Carnegie, J. P. Morgan, and other captains of industry and finance—who seemed to be accumulating enormous wealth at the expense of the workers who were actually building their empires. For the local politicians, corruption was not a vice but a tool to be used for their personal benefit. Patten, like Brooks, believed in progressive reform to eliminate corruption and rein in the disparity of wealth that threatened democracy.


Patten’s class and the theories he advocated were another instance of how Paul could not yet know or predict how another individual’s ideas would influence her future struggle for women’s equality. The seeds, nevertheless, were being steadily planted. In the meantime, she completed the required coursework with flying colors. She also began researching the legal status of women in Pennsylvania and documented her findings in a paper titled “Towards Equality.” It was an indictment of how the law defined women in Pennsylvania as second-class citizens without equal protection in comparison to their male counterparts. She would expand upon that research when she returned to the University of Pennsylvania to complete her PhD several years later.


Paul’s plans to continue in a doctoral program at UPenn were interrupted by yet another seemingly serendipitous event destined to propel her toward what would eventually become her life’s work. Nominated for a coveted fellowship to the central training school for Quakers in Woodbrook, England, Paul jumped at the chance to study in Europe for a year. Woodbrook focused on the academic areas that Paul found so exciting: sociology, economics, and politics. She never knew where the nomination came from, but it didn’t really matter. In any event, Paul found herself the recipient of the fellowship. Immediately after the graduation ceremony for her master’s degree, she set sail for Europe.


Paul could not have been happier with her Woodbrook experience. Like the New York School of Philanthropy, Woodbrook brought in a variety of speakers and experts in the field, as well as people who lived in the poorer districts and could talk knowledgeably about the issues they faced. And, as in New York, Alice learned a great deal about the city and even more about how poverty affected those who were mired in it. For a brief period of time, she wavered in her determination that social work was something she did not want to do. She had, after all, accepted the Woodbrook fellowship, and felt some obligation to pursue social work as her chosen job. Very quickly, she reverted to her original belief that social workers could not accomplish very much. It wasn’t that she thought the needs of the people she met with were not valid or that social workers were not capable and sincere in their efforts. Rather, it was her conviction that, try as they might, social workers could not fix the underlying problems that created poverty. Her sense of moral obligation prevented Paul from ever shirking her responsibilities as a Woodbrook Fellow. But intellectually she had little faith that she was making any difference. It was the wealth of new ideas and experiences that made the year exciting to Paul.


Although it wasn’t a requirement, Woodbrook students were encouraged to take additional classes at the University of Birmingham. Alice took as many classes there as she could. Students were also invited to all events that featured guest speakers. At one of these lectures, Alice came face-to-face with the issue that would dominate her life, while also witnessing firsthand the stunning degree of opposition to this issue. The president of Birmingham, Sir Oliver Lodge, had invited Christabel Pankhurst and two other suffragettes to address his students. No sooner had Pankhurst begun her lecture than the audience broke into rowdy and extremely vocal objections. Neither Paul nor anyone else who wanted to hear what the suffragettes had to say could hear them. This incident was both shocking and revealing to Paul. She was certainly not so naive as to think that women’s rights had no opponents, particularly given the subject matter of her MA thesis. But writing about the cultural and legal inequality that affected women’s lives, while important, was in many respects an intellectual exercise that could be studied free from emotion. As far back as she could remember, gender equality had been a given. Most of the people she knew believed that women were the equals of men in every respect—and the few who opposed gender equality expressed their disagreement politely and without emotion. Thus hearing the Birmingham students shout down Christabel Pankhurst was an entirely new experience. It not only outraged Paul but also immediately generated in her a complete sympathy for the speakers.


When word of the suffragettes’ unruly reception reached Lodge, he too expressed outrage. Lodge was not inclined to dismiss it as simply a matter of students expressing their sentiments. He considered their behavior a disgrace to the University of Birmingham and immediately announced that Christabel Pankhurst and her colleagues would be invited to speak once again. He also demanded of the students their utmost respect and attention. When the suffragettes returned, Lodge apologized to them publicly for the unacceptable behavior at the first lecture. The three speakers then gave a spirited talk explaining what they were trying to accomplish and why they were adopting tactics that many people considered militant. By the end of the lecture, Paul understood exactly what the militant suffragettes were trying to do. “[Christabel] and the other young women who spoke with her—they were all three young girls—they had anyway one heart and soul convert. . . . That was myself.”12 Although the speakers were not yet fully aware, their persuasiveness had hooked Alice Paul.


As the year at Woodbrook wound down, the students heard from a representative from the central charity organization in London. They needed a Birmingham student to help field questions raised by members of the audience. Because Paul had acquitted herself so well, school officials quickly called on her to answer most of the questions. Immediately after the meeting ended, the London people approached her and asked if she would consider working for their charity organization. She would assist Lucy Gardner, the person in charge of the Dalton district—a particularly poor and therefore needy section of the city. The stipend would be small but manageable for living expenses. Paul reveled in the opportunity to spend another year in Europe and agreed immediately. She hadn’t changed her mind about the value of social work. She did want to remain in Europe, but she also persuaded herself that she had not yet come to the end of the row and needed to stay the course, as her mother always advised.


Paul arrived in the Dalton district in the fall of 1907, at which point her immediate supervisor asked if she would be willing to spend a month or so in a neighboring district so that she could be trained in the English style of social work. Given her background at the New York School of Philanthropy and the charity organization society in America, as well as her year at Woodbrook and Birmingham, no one doubted that Paul would do very well in London. A quick in-depth immersion in London charity work would be time well spent. Paul happily complied. By sheer chance, her Dalton coworker also happened to be a fervent member of the Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU), founded by the Pankhursts.


After founding the WSPU, Emmeline Pankhurst and her daughters Christabel and Sylvia spent a few years appealing to British politicians to take up the cause of suffrage. By 1905, they were convinced that those who could effect change were not at all inclined to do so. Sylvia, a lawyer, developed the militant strategy that the organization adopted. It consisted of public demonstrations, civil disobedience, and holding the party in power responsible for failure to give women the vote. Paul’s coworker told her that the suffragettes were going to hold a massive procession in London very soon and invited her to participate. Paul wanted in. It was the kind of event that she probably wouldn’t have known about until it was all over had it not been for her colleague, because the event was not publicized. The procession impressed Alice. It consisted of several thousand marchers divided into sections according to affiliation. She was especially taken with the speech given by Lady Emmeline Pethick-Lawrence, one of the Pankhursts’ most loyal and active supporters and a fierce proponent of votes for women. Participating in such an event helped to further fuel Paul’s desire to get involved in the suffrage campaign.
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