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  INTRODUCTION
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  A. Page Harrington, director, Sewall-Belmont House & Museum


  As the Executive Director of the Sewall-Belmont House & Museum, which is the fifth and final headquarters of the historic National Woman’s Party (NWP), I am surrounded each day by artifacts that give voice to the stories of Alice Paul, Lucy Burns, Doris Stevens, Alva Belmont, and the whole community of women who waged an intense campaign for the right to vote during the second decade of the 20th century. The original photographs, documents, protest banners, and magnificent floorlength capes worn by these courageous activists during marches and demonstrations help us bring their work to life for the many groups who tour the museum each week.


  The perseverance of the suffragists bore fruit in 1920, with the ratification of the 19th Amendment. It was a huge milestone, though certainly not the end of the journey toward full equality for American women.


  Throughout much (if not most) of American history, social conventions and the law constrained female participation in the political, economic, and intellectual life of the nation. Women’s voices were routinely stifled, their contributions downplayed or dismissed, their potential ignored. Underpinning this state of affairs was a widely held assumption of male superiority in most spheres of human endeavor.


  Always, however, there were women who gave the lie to gender-based stereotypes. Some helped set the national agenda. For example, in the years preceding the Revolutionary War, Mercy Otis Warren made a compelling case for American independence through her writings. Abigail Adams, every bit the intellectual equal of her husband, counseled John Adams to “remember the ladies and be more generous and favorable to them than your ancestors” when creating laws for the new country. Sojourner Truth helped lead the movement to abolish slavery in the 19th century. A hundred years later, Rosa Parks galvanized the civil rights movement, which finally secured for African Americans the promise of equality under the law.


  The lives of these women are familiar today. So, too, are the stories of groundbreakers such as astronaut Sally Ride; Supreme Court justice Sandra Day O’Connor; and Nancy Pelosi, Speaker of the House of Representatives.


  But famous figures are only part of the story. The path toward gender equality was also paved—and American society shaped—by countless women whose individual lives and deeds have never been chronicled in depth. These include the women who toiled alongside their fathers and brothers and husbands on the western frontier; the women who kept U.S. factories running during World War II; and the women who worked tirelessly to promote the goals of the modern feminist movement.


  The FINDING A VOICE series tells the stories of famous and anonymous women alike. Together these volumes provide a wide-ranging overview of American women’s long quest to achieve full equality with men—a quest that continues today.
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  The Sewall-Belmont House & Museum is located at 144 Constitution Avenue in Washington, D.C. You can find out more on the Web at www.sewallbelmont.org
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  For many years in the United States, African Americans suffered discrimination because of their race. A “colored” water fountain outside the courthouse of a North Carolina town.


  [image: image]


  A black man climbs the steps to the “colored” entrance at the rear of a movie theater in Mississippi. The lower door is labled “white men only.”
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  SLAVERY AND SEGREGATION


  Throughout the history of the United States, women have struggled to gain full equality with men. They have fought for an equal education, the right to cast votes, and the opportunity to hold certain jobs. This ongoing fight for equality has brought women of all races and religions together in a “sisterhood” effort that has been a remarkable force for change.


  However, one segment of the sisterhood has had an additional struggle. African American women have had to work for the rights and freedoms denied them because of the color of their skin. Their battle against racism has its roots in the past.


  SLAVERY


  From the 16th to the 19th centuries, about 645,000 African slaves were brought to the colonies in North America. Referred to as “colored people,” they were held against their will and separated from their families. They were treated as property instead of human beings and forced to work as laborers without any compensation.


  At the end of the American Revolutionary War (1775–1783) the practice of slavery was on the decline in the northern part of the United States. During the first half of the 19th century, the economy of the northern states came to focus more on factories that produced textiles, shoes, and finished goods. By 1804, many of the northern states had made slavery illegal. But slavery continued in the southern states, where economic growth came from agriculture. Plantation owners depended on slave labor to produce crops of tobacco, sugar cane, coffee, and cotton. In 1800 there were about a million slaves in the United States. By 1860 the number of slaves in the South had increased to nearly 4 million.
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  Slaves pick cotton on a Southern plantation, 1850s. When the Civil War began in 1861, nearly 4 million African Americans were held in slavery. Their labor fueled the South’s economy, which was based on cash crops like cotton, tobacco, and rice.


  THE ABOLITIONIST MOVEMENT


  The call to end slavery in America began as early as 1688. That is when Quakers living in Germantown, Pennsylvania (now part of the city of Philadelphia), petitioned leaders of their church to outlaw the practice.


  Quakers were members of the Society of Friends, a religious group that believed in the equality of all people—male and female, black and white. Many of its members wanted to abolish, or end slavery. They were called abolitionists. They spoke out against the slave trade. And they boycotted products created by slave labor.


  Over the years, the call for the end of slavery gained many supporters. Much of that support, however, came from people living in the northern states. In Boston, social reformer, journalist, and abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison founded an antislavery newspaper in the 1830s. He called it The Liberator. He also lectured against slavery. In one speech he said:


  
    I am a believer in that portion of the Declaration of American Independence in which it is set forth, as among self-evident truths, “that all men are created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Hence, I am an Abolitionist. Hence, I cannot but regard oppression in every form—and most of all, that which turns a man into a thing—with indignation and abhorrence.
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