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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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  According to the U.S. Department of Labor, in 2011 women made up about 47 percent of the labor force. However, despite laws outlawing discrimination on the basis of gender, it has been difficult for women to break through the “glass ceiling” and achieve promotion to the most powerful, prestigious, and highest-paying positions.


  1


  QUESTIONS OF FAIRNESS


  Imagine this: You apply for a job. You are perfectly qualified. But the company refuses even to consider you. The reason? You are a woman with preschool-age kids. Regardless of any child-care arrangements you’ve made, the company assumes you won’t be a reliable employee. And anyway, your place is in the home. Your proper role is to look after your children. No such assumptions are made about men with young children, though. The company doesn’t hesitate to hire fathers with preschool-age children.


  Or imagine this: You are a married woman, and you and your husband own a house together. After your husband gets into some trouble with the law, you separate. Your husband hires a lawyer to represent him in his criminal case. But the lawyer wants a guarantee that he’ll be paid. Without telling you, your husband puts your home up as security. This means that, should your husband fail to pay his legal bills, the lawyer would get ownership of part of your home. You find out about this arrangement only after you and your husband divorce. And as it turns out, your ex-husband hasn’t paid his legal bills. His lawyer now demands that you pay. When you refuse, the lawyer asks the local sheriff to take possession of your house and sell it. To your shock, you discover that the law is on his side. In your state, a married man is considered the “head and master” of the household. As such, he legally controls all property owned jointly with his wife. He is free to do whatever he wishes with his and his wife’s house, cars, bank account, and more. Under the law, a wife gets no say. So when your former husband put up your house as security for his legal debt, he was perfectly within his rights.


  It’s not hard to see why these two situations would be unfair. In each instance, women would be placed at a disadvantage relative to men. For no reason other than gender, women would have less freedom than men to make decisions affecting their lives.


  Recent opinion polls show that, by a very large majority, Americans favor gender equality. In other words, they believe that men and women should have equal rights and opportunities. And the United States has laws against discrimination (unequal treatment) based on gender. But this hasn’t always been true. In fact, the two examples of unfair treatment outlined above aren’t made up. They are actual cases. And they happened not so long ago.


  YOUNG MOTHERS NEED NOT APPLY


  In 1966, a married woman named Ida Phillips answered a help-wanted ad in a Florida newspaper. It was for a trainee position at a large company called Martin Marietta Corporation. Phillips was told that her application wouldn’t be accepted because she had a child under six years of age.


  Two years earlier, the U.S. Congress had passed, and President Lyndon B. Johnson had signed, the Civil Rights Act of 1964. This law made it illegal for employers to discriminate against individuals based on their “race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.” Ida Phillips thought Martin Marietta’s refusal to consider her for a job was discrimination based on her sex. She sued the company.
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