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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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  By the early 1960s, the struggles of early 20th century woman’s rights leaders like Lucy Burns (top left) and Alice Paul (top right) had been largely forgotten by many Americans.
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  HOW COULD THEY FORGET?


  On November 15, 1917, Lucy Burns was jailed. Beaten, she spent the night standing, chained to the bars of her cell, her arms above her head. When she and her friend Alice Paul went on a hunger strike—they refused to eat—their jailers forced food through tubes in their noses. The two women struggled, enduring pain and humiliation, until the jailers finally gave up.


  Burns and Paul weren’t the only women who suffered—many others were jailed and tortured as well. Their crime? They wanted suffrage, the right to vote. Lucy Burns and Alice Paul, along with earlier suffragists like Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, and Carrie Chapman Catt, dedicated their lives to the fight for women’s equality.


  Thanks to their efforts, women did gain the right to vote in 1920, when the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified. Over the next four decades, though, the sacrifices of Burns, Paul, and other suffragists were all but forgotten. Betty Friedan, who wrote an influential book called The Feminine Mystique, noted that “the first century of struggle for women’s rights had been blotted out of the national memory.”


  With the publication of Friedan’s book in 1963, the women’s movement in America was rekindled and a second period of activism began. From 1960 to 1990, women worked to gain equality with men under the law. They achieved greater opportunities in the job market and in education. They demanded, and received, control over their own bodies. Thanks to these gains, many women found greater self worth.


  During the 1960s, thanks to the women’s movement, new laws gave American women many new opportunities. In the 1970s, by taking advantage of the laws, the movement began to nudge attitudes towards equality. By the 1980s, women were beginning to see the fruits of their labors.


  WHY DID WOMEN NEED THE VOTE?


  Until the mid-1800s, when the suffrage movement began, American women had few rights. For instance, before 1848 in many states a married woman could not own property. Anything she earned, inherited, or brought to the marriage became her husband’s property. Those who held power—men—believed that women were inferior both physically and mentally. Women could not be trusted to make important decisions, so they could not vote or serve on juries. Those who were tried for crimes were judged by men, never women. The only profession a woman could pursue was teaching; and that was only if she was unmarried. With laws favoring men, and with few opportunities to earn money, it was next to impossible for a woman to get out of a bad marriage.


  Suffragists wanted the vote so they could elect representatives who would try to change the laws that kept women enslaved.


  
    FAST FACT


    
      The U.S. Constitution, ratified in 1787, did not prohibit women from voting. However, by 1807 all 17 states in the union had passed laws denying women the right to vote.
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  During the early 20th century, women marched and demonstrated hoping to generate support for a constitutional amendment that would give the right to vote. This photo was taken in 1915.


  THE ROAD TO SUFFRAGE


  The suffrage movement began in 1848. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott were abolitionists—people who wanted to see the end of slavery in the United States. They recognized that the rights and freedoms they sought for African-American slaves were rights that were denied to women also. That year, Stanton and Mott organized a convention in Seneca Falls, New York. Those who attended agreed on a “Declaration of Sentiments.” This document argued that “all men and women are created equal,” and insisted that women should have the same rights as men, including the right to vote.


  From that beginning, suffragists protested and lobbied for the vote. Their work intensified after the end of the Civil War in 1865. The Fourteenth Amendment (1868) and Fifteenth Amendment (1870) gave African-American men the rights of U.S. citizens, including the right to vote. The women who had worked for passage of these amendments were disappointed that rights for women were not included in these laws. In 1872 Susan B. Anthony was arrested and jailed for casting a vote for Ulysses S. Grant during the presidential election. Before her trial, she said, “It is a downright mockery to talk to women of their enjoyment of the blessings of liberty while they are denied the use of the only means of securing them provided by this democratic-republican government—the ballot.” Despite this, Anthony was found guilty and fined.
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