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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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  WE CAN DO IT!


  You’ve seen the picture. On a bright yellow background, a young woman is rolling up the sleeve of her blue shirt to show her arm muscle. She is wearing makeup, and her eyebrows are neatly plucked. But her gaze is direct and resolute. She exudes determination. That sense is reinforced by the words floating over the red polka-dot scarf that covers the woman’s hair: “We Can Do It!”


  Just what is this woman so determined to do? The short answer is factory work. But her ultimate aim is much, much bigger than simply holding down a job on an assembly line. She means to help her country in a time of desperate need.


  The image of the blue-shirted, biceps-baring woman became an important symbol. It represented the strength and can-do spirit of the millions of American women who went to work in American factories between 1941 and 1945.


  WOMEN IN THE WORKPLACE


  At the start of the 20th century, one in five Americans employed outside the home was female. By the 1920s, the number had risen to one in four. But women were limited to certain kinds of jobs considered appropriate for their gender. They were teachers, nurses, and social workers. They worked in offices as secretaries and clerks. They worked in retail stores as salespeople. They were domestics, cooking and cleaning in other people’s homes. Women did work in factories, just not in heavy industries such as automobile manufacturing. Rather, they sewed clothing, assembled shoes, canned food, and held other domestic jobs.


  The 1930s were very difficult for workers, male and female alike. This was a period known as the Great Depression. The world economy had collapsed. Thousands of American banks failed. Tens of thousands of factories and businesses closed. Millions of Americans lost their jobs. In 1932 and 1933, the worst years of the Depression, nearly one in every four American workers was unemployed.


  THE SHADOW OF WAR


  By 1940–41, the U.S. economy was coming out of the Depression. There were several reasons for this. One of them was World War II.


  The war started in September 1939. On the first of that month, Nazi Germany invaded Poland. Two days later, Great Britain and France declared war on Germany. Great Britain, France, and other countries that fought on their side were known as the Allies.


  
    FAST FACT


    
      During the Depression, married women who worked were often criticized for being selfish. Many people said that men should get any available jobs because they were the breadwinners for families. This idea was misguided. Many married women had to support their families after their husbands were laid off. Plus, many of the jobs they found were in traditionally female fields. Men weren’t prepared to take these jobs.
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  Scenes of the Great Depression, a period of economic hard times that lasted from 1929 until the early 1940s. Unemployed men and women line up for government relief supplies in Arizona.
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  This iconic 1936 photo of a destitute woman with seven children in a camp for migrant workers in Nipomo, California, reflects the despair many Americans felt during the Great Depression.


  The United States was officially neutral. That means it didn’t take sides in the war. But President Franklin D. Roosevelt believed that Germany had to be stopped. He also thought that the United States might one day be pulled into the war. Roosevelt convinced the U.S. Congress to pass a bill that would allow the Allies to buy American-made weapons.


  In early 1940, German forces took Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and Denmark. France surrendered in June. But Great Britain held out.
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