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PRAISE FOR FORMIDABLE



“Elisabeth Griffith’s Formidable is an essential history of the 100-year struggle between 1920 and 2020 by both Black and white women in America to achieve their equal rights. Griffith surveys the successes and setbacks that remained relevant and pressing across the century: voting rights, racial violence, health care, reproductive rights, working conditions, education, race and gender discrimination, electoral office. Through her comprehensive survey of the people, events and movements that marked this history, she highlights the women, and men, who were both pushing for change and those who resisted it. The final outcome of that struggle is not yet decided.”

—Hillary Rodham Clinton, U.S. Senator, Secretary of State, Presidential candidate

“In her new book Formidable, Elisabeth Griffith does a remarkable job bringing to life ‘Act II’ of American women’s struggle for equal rights. And what an intriguing cast she pulls together to bring these stories to life. In the century following the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment, which expanded but did not complete the struggle, Dr. Griffith introduces us to American women of all racial, class and sexual identities who danced, frolicked, argued and trudged across the country in an intriguing, often-bitter, sometimes joyful, and never-ending parade. You’ll read their stories and weep, gasp, applaud, and shout out ‘right on, sisters!’ ”

—Adele Logan Alexander, PhD, author of Princess of the Hither Isles: A Black Suffragist’s Story from the Jim Crow South and other works of African American and women’s history

“Just as fascinating as the struggle for women to vote is the fresh new focus on what the ensuing one hundred years has brought. Griffith’s compelling narrative casts new light on victories but also persistent fault lines in the quest for equality across the social landscape. The portraits in Formidable pave the way for the inspiring work going forward. Based on her important scholarship of the last century, historian Elisabeth Griffith brings a fresh focus to what American women have done in the one hundred years since the Nineteenth Amendment passed. Formidable is a vibrant journey that leads authoritatively toward the challenges that still slow the road to equality.”

—Ann Compton, ABC News White House correspondent covering seven presidents

“Elisabeth Griffith is a consummate storyteller, combining research and riveting narrative to keep alive the political and social struggle for equal rights by American women front and center. Readers will be caught up in the heroism and resilience of this diverse cast of characters. Elisabeth magnificently covered the early campaign for suffrage, from Seneca Falls to 1920, in her first book, which helped to make our film about Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony—Not for Ourselves Alone. Now she carries that story forward to 2020, as Black and white women confront yet another set of obstacles and objectives.”

—Ken Burns, documentary filmmaker

“Social change is slow and stumbling. For women, especially women of color, it’s been a struggle to reach political equality. Formidable tells about those struggles—the players, the losses and the wins—that lead us to today. For those of us who demand political equality, it’s important to understand where we’ve come from to appreciate where we’re going. No defeat need be permanent. No victory is final. But change will come.”

—Ellen Malcom, founder of EMILY’s List

“Elisabeth Griffith offers an unprecedented survey of the women’s suffrage movement that masterfully intertwines two parallel crusades for justice, those of Black and white women. Beginning with the certification of the Nineteenth Amendment and concluding with the 2020 presidential election, Formidable explains the complexities, nuances, and challenges of the fight for women’s equality over the last century. Weaving together the separate and sometimes competing aspirations of Black and white women, Griffith provides the missing link in a crucial story of women’s rights in contemporary America. Finally, we have one book that brings together American women in their many dimensions and complexities in one informative and compelling narrative.”

—Lissa Muscatine, co-owner of Politics & Prose Bookstore, former chief speechwriter to Hillary Rodham Clinton

“As the author of Freedom’s Daughters, the first history of women in the U.S. civil rights movement, I’m delighted to endorse Elisabeth Griffith’s illuminating new examination of the seminal roles that Black women and white women have played in this country’s never-ending struggles for equal rights. As Griffith notes, much has been written about the separate movements for women’s equality and Black equality. But the interconnections between the two—and the complicated, often tortured relationships between the Black and white women involved in these battles—are topics that have not received the attention they deserve. The same is true of the close ties between misogyny and racism, meant to repress both women and Black people in defense of white male prerogatives—a particularly timely subject today.”

—Lynne Olson, New York Times bestselling author of eight works of history, including Freedom’s Daughters: The Unsung Heroines of the Civil Rights Movement from 1830 to 1970

“Taking the Nineteenth Amendment as a starting point instead of a finish line, Formidable explores the first hundred years of the struggle to complete the unfinished business of women’s suffrage: women’s equality. A keen and witty observer of American history and politics, Griffith seamlessly weaves together diverse stories of women both familiar and unheralded, and takes an unflinching look at the role of race, class, and religion. Epic in its scope and detail, Formidable tells the vital story of the last century of women’s activism in all its messy, imperfect glory.”

—Rebecca Roberts, author of The Suffragist Playbook: Your Guide to Changing the World

“In Formidable, Elisabeth Griffith offers a fascinating and necessary supplement to the standard history of the American Century—a narrow narrative usually centered solely upon on the actions of men. Formidable is the story of American women’s political life—and strife—in the century following the adoption of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920, giving us a panoramic view of women’s role in the causes and conflicts of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. This colorful, character-driven tale features an extraordinary cast of women leaders and activists—some famous, some who need to be better known—working towards equality and empowerment, and promises to expand our understanding of not only history, but also the issues and forces confronting women today.”

—Elaine Weiss, author of The Woman’s Hour: The Great Fight to Win the Vote

“If there were ever a moment to look at where American women are, the hurdles we still face, and where American women have been, the challenges we’ve overcome, this moment of reckoning is it. In the aftermath of ‘Me Too,’ Breonna Taylor and the election of Vice President Kamala Harris, there is an urgent need to examine how we got here. Who were the women and what were the forces that brought us to this day? No one is better qualified than Elisabeth Griffith, expert and author of women’s history, educator, and a political activist herself, to chronicle the fits and starts, the highs and lows, that led American women—all American women—to where we find ourselves in 2021. Her book is a gift to all of us who lived through any part of the past century or who want to understand it.”

—Judy Woodruff, anchor and managing editor, The PBS NewsHour
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For all my teachers and students, from whom I am still learning.






Any great change must expect opposition, because it shakes the very foundation of privilege.

—Lucretia Coffin Mott

We shall not be divided or defeated again.

—Coretta Scott King

You will not always be able to solve all of the world’s problems at once, but don’t ever underestimate the importance you can have, because history has shown us that courage can be contagious and hope can take on a life of its own.

—Michelle Obama

We are in a time of both great peril and inspiration. If. We. Organize! When we organize, we can change the world.

—Heather Booth

For all its excesses, feminism has been the most important and the most salutary change in our lifetimes.

—David Brooks

Real change, enduring change, happens one step at a time.

—Ruth Bader Ginsburg

But while democracy can be periodically delayed

It can never be permanently defeated…

If only we are brave enough.

—Amanda Gorman








AUTHOR’S NOTE STORY LINES


There has always been more than one American story. The most popular account was about conquering a continent and creating a country, about democracy and manifest destiny. It was filled with explorers, exploiters, frontiersmen, military leaders, statesmen, inventors, and entrepreneurs. The story was revered, written down, and widely taught, but it wasn’t the whole story.

Over time, the American story became more inclusive and accurate as more perspectives were included and more primary sources were uncovered. Some accounts had been lost with their original languages. Some narrators were purposely ignored or silenced, never taught to read or write. Others were too poor or overworked to leave a record. Some stories were never retold because no one valued the lives they recalled. If those stories were preserved, they ended up in attics rather than archives. Some women’s lives were reduced to artifacts found by archeologists: needles, cooking pots, earrings, and children’s toys.

Abigail Adams was an educated, prosperous wife, with a frequently absent husband. Had he not been notable, we might not have had her correspondence as a way to “remember the ladies,” as she admonished her declaration-drafting spouse. We know, for example, that Abigail disapproved of Thomas Jefferson’s relationship with Sally Hemings, who was both his enslaved concubine and his late wife’s half-sister. We will never know what Sally thought. Her name appears only in a property inventory at Monticello.1

To recover lost Black voices, Carter Woodson’s Journal of Negro History published articles about slavery in 1916 and professors from Fisk University collected stories from its survivors. Woodson established “Negro History Week” in 1926. Under the New Deal, the Federal Writers’ Project hired unemployed white writers to conduct two thousand interviews of people who had been enslaved. The result reflected the bias of the practitioners, who transcribed the stories using an exaggerated “Negro dialect.”2

American history was rewritten by veterans of World War II, who benefited from the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944, known as the GI Bill. Passed by one vote, it covered tuition and books for college and graduate school. Frequently the first in their families to earn degrees, veterans filled campuses. These “social historians” wrote about soldiers, immigrants, factory workers, and farmers, still mostly men, but incorporated more ethnic and religious variation. Pollsters analyzed cohorts of voters. The civil rights movement increased attention to the history of slavery, reconstruction, Jim Crow laws, and racism. Eventually, we learned about Indigenous tribes as well as cowboys, and that some cowboys had been Black cavalrymen, known as Buffalo soldiers.

During the Vietnam War, when draft boards denied academic deferments, graduate programs admitted more women. If they pursued women’s history, topics were at first limited by scarce or flawed sources, like the selective six-volume History of Suffrage, which omitted rivals and critics. They studied colonial midwives, Black and white female abolitionists, women on the frontier, female shoemakers in Philadelphia, and settlement house workers. They wrote biographies of women who did leave their mark, and their papers. As practitioners became more diverse, so did their topics. Historians of women learned how different the lives of women were. Women had been oppressors, progressives, enslaved, activists, adversaries, and allies. As women’s history pioneer Gerda Lerner concluded, the majority finally found its past.3

This book recounts what American women did after the Nineteenth Amendment passed. It focuses on how white and Black women slowly accrued and used political power. Their struggles for equal rights had long been interwoven. White women had been complicit in slavery. Others had fought for emancipation. The abolition movement of the 1830s inspired the women’s rights movement of the 1840s. The suffrage campaign engaged and excluded Black activists. The civil rights movement of the 1950s inspired the women’s movement of the 1960s. Black and white women adapted each other’s tactics: educating, organizing, demonstrating, boycotting, sitting in, filling jails, and keeping on. However disparate, the equal rights and civil rights movements were both part of the unfinished fight for “liberty and justice for all.”

Women are a complex cohort. They differ by race, ethnicity, class, geography, religion, education, occupation, generation, marital and maternal status, sexual orientation, ability, politics, and experience. It’s a risk to categorize or generalize because real people have multiple and individual identities. In addition to the diversity of its subjects and the scarcity of some sources, timelines and nomenclature present challenges for historians of women.

Fifty years ago, when women’s history was struggling for legitimacy in academia, feminists divided American history into “blue” and “pink” timelines. Conference panels debated whether Zachary Taylor’s presidency was more relevant to women’s lives than the invention of the tin can or whether Jacksonian democracy deserved a chapter when the suffrage campaign did not. The standard “blue” timeline organized every textbook, defined by politics and economics: the colonial, revolutionary, federal, Jacksonian, etc. etc. eras.

Everyone experienced the events on that timeline, but differently, depending on their circumstances. For example, wars were deadly for men, but offered women wider job opportunities. A Black history timeline might begin with Juan Garrido, a free African and veteran conquistador who accompanied Ponce de Leon and Cortes before 1520.4 It continues to 1619 and beyond, to emancipation, Tulsa, Brown, the election of Barack Obama, and the murder of George Floyd. Milestones for women, on a “pink” timeline, included the invention of rubber nursing nipples and sewing machines, access to education and birth control, the Nineteen Amendment, Title VII, Title IX, and Roe v. Wade. I have used some of those “pink” events to divide chapters in this book. The goal is a multiracial, inclusive chronology.

Nomenclature, the words we use to name and describe people, is an essential tool. One example in women’s history is the definition of working. All women work, but working commonly refers to paid labor, which has a cash value greater than how we value domestic or caregiving responsibilities. Similarly, power has traditionally been measured by physical strength, wealth, and political authority. By those terms, women have historically been powerless. Their influence, if any, relied on male relatives, the myth of motherhood, moral authority, and their race.

“Say Her Name!” was a demand by Black activists, that we acknowledge the Black women, as well as the men, who were victims of police violence. Historians of women want women to be visible, remembered, incorporated into the canon, and included in the curriculum. Women’s changing names present a problem which biographers of men do not have to address. George Washington advanced from young George to Lieutenant Washington, to General and Mr. President. In comparison, his wife was born Martha Dandridge, took her first husband’s name, became the Widow Custis, and then the General’s Lady. After her husband’s election, she was frequently called Lady Washington. When the term “First Lady” appeared in 1838, it referred to Martha Washington.5

I’ve named as many women as possible, both major and minor characters, to put them in the story. I use their full names, their name at birth, and their married names, if any: Martha Dandridge Custis Washington. My use of first names alone is not intended to be disrespectful or dismissive; it acknowledges the public recognition of Abigail, Eleanor, Betty, Gloria, Phyllis, Oprah, Anita, Hillary, and Kamala. Icons like RBG need only initials.

In other word choices, I have followed style guides and common practice: male, female, cisgender, gay, lesbian, transgender, and female-identifying. For simplicity, the initials LGBTQ are intended to include LGBTQIA (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer/questioning, intersexual, asexual) or LGBTQ+. In common usage, Asian American, referring to the fastest growing demographic group in the US, replaced Oriental years ago, but it lingered in federal law. In 2016, President Obama signed legislation to change “Negroes, Spanish-speaking, Orientals, Indians, Eskimos, and Aleuts” to “Asian American, Native Hawaiian, Pacific Islanders, African American, Hispanic, Native American, or Alaska Natives.”6 The use of Hispanic (referring to natives or descendants of Spanish-speaking countries), Chicana (a native of Mexico or a descendant living in the US), Latina (coming from a Latin American country), and Latinx (a gender-neutral term for a Latina/Latino) is individual and regional in the US.7 Native American and Indigenous are capitalized and Black is used only as an adjective, because a person is not a color.

Following the New York Times, I haven’t capitalized white or brown; the Washington Post capitalizes White and puts “Brown” in quotation marks.8 I avoid “minority” because our country is too diverse to identify a numerical majority, other than women. “People of color” seems problematic. What makes a person “of color” is reminiscent of the racist “one drop” rule. To the discomfort of some, our national DNA increasingly mixes racial and ethnic markers. Harvard historian Henry Louis Gates Jr. states that average African Americans are 24% European, the result of centuries of sexual exploitation and complicated interracial relationships. No matter what they were called, there is no question that those Negros, African Americans, Black, brown, and people of color have been treated differently than the white population.

The history of Black ethnonyms tracks our American experience. The first enslaved people were called negro by their captors, reducing them to a color, the Spanish word for black. In response to the birth of Afro-European children, Virginia passed legislation in the 1620s redefining negro not as skin color but as ancestry. Those children were the property of their white fathers, but inherited their mothers’ enslaved status, a radical departure from the common law. In 1787, founders of the Free African Society, which established the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, used African to acknowledge their heritage.

A century later, in 1887, the Afro-American League added a hyphen. Beginning in 1899, W. E. B. Du Bois campaigned to capitalize Negro: “I believe that eight million Americans are entitled to a capital letter.” In 1930, the New York Times agreed. Du Bois was among the founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People in 1909. “Colored” included people of mixed heritage and distanced Black people from negative stereotypes then associated with Africans. In the 1960s, “Black Pride” and “Black Power” were embraced as less subservient than Negro. As an alternative, Jesse Jackson proposed African-American, in 1988, to “put us in our proper historical context.” He believed Black reduced the complexity of a race to skin pigment. The US Census added African American as an option in 2000. Today, Black, capitalized, as an adjective, is the norm to describe both lives and culture.9

I don’t use slave as a noun; a person is not born a slave, a person has been enslaved. Readers will note my avoidance of “pro-life”; anti-abortion seems more accurate. I’m uncomfortable with “illegitimate” and “alien.” I’ve used the spelling of antisemitism recommended by the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance, without a hyphen or a capital S, and plural pronouns for transgender people.10 My goal is to be linguistically correct and historically accurate. I don’t describe Pauli Murray as they/them, because those terms were not used when she was alive.11

Because I’m writing American history about Black and white women, racism is part of this story. It cannot be whitewashed or deleted. Slavery sanctioned the violent sexual assault of Black women by white men, from slave ship crews to plantation owners, who enslaved and sold their Black children. Slave labor contributed enormously to the country’s economic growth. Race, racism, and racial violence are part of our shared past, not theories or un-American propaganda. Because these topics make some people anxious, ashamed, or angry, writing about them can be fraught with peril. In June 2021, President Biden went to Tulsa to mark the centennial of the 1921 massacre of a prosperous Black community by a white mob, an event still not included in textbooks. “We should know the good, the bad, everything,” he declared. “That’s what great nations do. They come to terms with their dark sides. And we are a great nation.”12 We need to be mature enough to both confront and celebrate our history. Historians have a responsibility to be truthful witnesses and accurate recorders.

Part of my research for this book was a road trip to visit the sites of major events in the fight for civil rights, where students were tortured while sitting at lunch counters, where occupied buses and churches were bombed, where white mobs spat on school children, where activists were beaten, attacked by dogs, fire-hosed, and murdered. I came away horrified by so many examples of terror and trauma and in awe of the resilience and courage of those change agents. I feel equal admiration for the suffragists who endured prison and force-feeding.

This book recalls decades of tension between Black and white women, and the distrust caused by white racism. Given the ferocity of the current debate over how our nation addresses its past and present, there are critics who will charge me with appropriation, or misappropriation. My response is that we study history to learn, to be inspired, and perhaps chastised. Learning is our responsibility. Too many of us know too little about America’s past. I’m a white, cisgender, feminist historian, writing about women who may or may not look like me. I have a doctorate in history, and I’m still learning. I’m also an optimist. I believe political and personal change is possible, as the past century demonstrates.

A final observation about writing women’s history, or any history, has to do with our perspective on the past. Genocide was an unconscionable war crime. Slavery was evil. Internment was immoral. There are no excuses. Yet I’m uncomfortable with righteous judgments from later generations. We can condemn past actors and still consider their historical context. There have been eras in our history when religious leaders condoned burning women and enslaving people. We need to think historically and fact check. Rushing to judgment recently led the University of Wisconsin to remove alumnus and actor Fredric March’s name from theaters on two campuses, over the objections of the NAACP, based on “social media rumor and grievously fact-free, mistaken conclusions.”13

I believe in examining the context and allowing for nuance. People make mistakes, or huge errors in judgment, based on their experience, environment, and era. Individuals are more than one action or one choice. We can be honest about their failures and contradictions and still acknowledge their contributions. Some are deeply evil; others redeem themselves. Human beings are flawed. So is this author. In this chronicle of American women fighting for equal rights, I have aspired to be factual, inclusive, and respectful, telling a story worthy of its subjects.






CHAPTER ONE “NOW WE CAN BEGIN”


Susan B. Anthony called the campaign to secure voting rights for American women “the long, hard fight.” She died in 1906 and did not live to see the Anthony Amendment become the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920. After it passed, Carrie Chapman Catt, Anthony’s anointed successor, recalled decades of state referendum campaigns, constitutional conventions, party platform fights, and congressional inaction. “It was a continuous, seemingly endless, chain of activity. Young suffragists who helped forge the links of that chain were not born when it began. Old suffragists who forged the first links were dead when it ended.”1 The amendment passed seventy-two years after the first formal women’s rights convention in America, organized by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott in Seneca Falls, New York, in July 1848.

The drive for women’s rights came from the abolition movement. Enslaved African Americans suffered, struggled, and sabotaged the system. A few other Americans sympathized and strategized to abolish it. White women were not exposed to the physical and sexual terror suffered by enslaved women, but their own physical vulnerability and legal subordination prompted comparisons. Male abolitionists, including Stanton’s husband, a prominent anti-slavery agent, barred women from their organizations. Mott, a Quaker, founded the Philadelphia Female Anti-Slavery Society in 1833 with free Black women Sarah Mapps Douglass and Charlotte Forten. Mott faced down mobs who burned her meeting house; she refused to use sugar or wear cotton. Stanton and Mott met at the 1840 World Anti-Slavery conference in London. Stanton had accompanied her husband; Mott was representing her organization but was not allowed to participate. The two friends vowed to organize a women’s rights convention in America.

On the seventy-fifth anniversary of the Seneca Falls meeting, in July 1923, three years after the Nineteenth Amendment had passed, suffragist Alice Paul introduced the Lucretia Mott Amendment to ensure equal rights for women. A century later, the Equal Rights Amendment remained unratified. For many, the suffrage and ERA campaigns represent the first and second waves of the women’s movement. In reality, there were many waves, shoals, breakers, and undertows. American women had long sought equal legal rights, education, and economic opportunities. White women wanted the same rights as white men. Black women wanted the same rights as white citizens; theirs was never a women-only movement. Civil rights advocates, social justice activists, and feminists pursued multiple goals, more often in competition than in coalition. Some ends could be achieved by legislative action, but actual equality for women and Black Americans proved elusive because racism and sexism were deeply entrenched.

VOTING RIGHTS FOR WOMEN

In 1848, Stanton demanded equal rights, suffrage, and personal autonomy for women. She did not specify which women, nor did she specifically include Black women. She drafted a Declaration of Rights and Sentiments, the same title as the 1833 charter of the American Anti-Slavery Society. She modeled hers on the Declaration of Independence. Her assertion, that “all men and women” were created equal, was shocking. Stanton called for the abolition of laws that “conflict, in any way, with the true and substantive happiness of women” or “place her in a position inferior to that of man.”

One resolution encouraged women “to speak and teach in all religious assemblies.” Another called for men to curtail “objections of indelicacy and impropriety… brought against woman when she addresses a public audience.” Women who spoke in public meetings were deemed “promiscuous” if men were present. Yet, Stanton noted, men did not object to women performing on stage or at the circus. Stanton called for equal legal treatment and access to education, the “trades, professions and commerce.” The document did not demand the abolition of slavery.2

“Resolved: That it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise” was Stanton’s most controversial proposal. Even with the endorsement of Frederick Douglass, the editor of Rochester’s North Star newspaper, it was the only resolution that did not pass unanimously. The only African American present, Douglass had purchased his freedom. He was a compelling speaker and would become the most influential Black man in nineteenth century America. When news of the meeting sped across telegraph wires, editors and ministers condemned the idea of women voting as unseemly and outrageous.3 Stanton’s resolutions would become the agenda of the new women’s movement.

On rare occasions, women had voted in America. Under British common law, property owners could vote, including the unusual circumstance of property-owning spinsters and widows. In 1648, Margaret Brent requested a vote in the Maryland provincial assembly. A single woman, she owned two thousand acres and acted as Lord Baltimore’s attorney and executor. The governor refused, claiming the privilege was reserved for queens.4 Lydia Chapin Taft, the widow of the highest taxpayer in Uxbridge, Massachusetts, was the first woman to cast a recorded vote in a 1756 town meeting.5

In 1776, New Jersey gave voting rights to all “inhabitants” with property worth fifty pounds. A 1797 statute explicitly referred to voters as “he or she.” As one lawmaker reiterated, “Our Constitution gives this right to maids and widows, white and black.” Scholars recently scoured surviving poll lists for women’s names. In the state archives, they found 163 women voting in 1801. Only a few voters, all men, were identified as Negro. Charges of voter fraud, committed by men dressed as women, prompted the passage of a new law in 1807 explicitly limiting the franchise to white men and easing the property requirement.6 In 1838, Kentucky allowed female heads of household to vote for school boards and bond issues.7

VOTING RIGHTS FOR BLACK AMERICANS

In the nineteenth century, white married women had no rights to their bodies, children, clothing, inherited property, or earnings. Enslaved Black women, considered property, had no rights at all and only limited means to resist. White women worked first for temperance to protect the vulnerable from drunken fathers and husbands. Privileged women like Stanton lobbied for married women’s property rights and prioritized voting. Anthony campaigned for equal pay for teachers like herself. Factory women demanded shorter hours, higher pay, and safety measures. Some white women wanted to provide for widows and orphans, close brothels, and legalize divorce. Others proposed dress reform and modeled the “Turkish dress,” trousers worn under shorter skirts, so women would not trip or catch fire.

Abolishing slavery was the most radical and urgent reform, attracting a liberal cohort of white and Black free men and women. Abolitionists preached against slavery, petitioned for emancipation, and helped the enslaved escape bondage. In 1865, this cohort cheered the passage of the Thirteenth Amendment ending slavery. The Fourteenth Amendment, making Black men citizens, was ratified in 1868. Some women objected to its definition of citizens as “male.” Were women not citizens? Stanton abhorred that men had any rights women lacked:


To have drunkards, idiots, horse-racing, rum-selling rowdies, ignorant foreigners, and silly boys fully recognized, while we ourselves are thrust out from all the rights that belong to citizens, it is too grossly insulting to the dignity of woman to be any longer submitted to.8



Abolitionists and suffragists had naively assumed that support for emancipation would be rewarded with universal suffrage for every adult. Only four Radical Republicans in Congress supported voting rights for any women, much less suffrage for Black women, European immigrants, Chinese laborers, or Native Americans.9

The Fifteenth Amendment stated that voting rights could not be denied to citizens, now specifically defined as male, on the basis of “race, color or previous condition of servitude.” It enfranchised only Black men. Adding Black male voters but no women enraged Stanton. “Think of Patrick and Sambo and Hans and Yung Tung, who do not know the difference between a monarchy and a republic, [and have] never read the Declaration of Independence or Webster’s Spelling Book, making laws.” Anthony was less restrained, claiming she would “cut off this right arm of mine before I will ever work for or demand the ballot for [male] Negroes and not for women.” Isolated in their outrage and intransigence, the duo offended former allies with their vehemently racial rhetoric. Tied to white extremists, they created a deep rift among reformers and between races. Former allies like Lucy Stone distanced themselves and later generations condemned them.10

Years later, in 1906, Black suffragist Mary Church Terrell expressed her disappointment in Anthony, but reminded her readers of the post-Civil War political climate. Republicans had rejected universal suffrage and betrayed all women:


Having worked with such genuine, loving loyalty… to help free an oppressed race, it is no wonder that Miss Anthony was wounded to the heart’s core, when men whom she had rendered such invaluable assistance in this cause, coolly advised her to wait… when she implored them to… secure justice and equality before the law for her own disenfranchised sex.11



Terrell saw Anthony as an occasional ally in enfranchising all women. Other Black women, like Adella Hunt Logan, distrusted her.

Liberal men believed that including any women would destroy the effort to enfranchise Black men. Douglass supported universal suffrage, but settled for half measures because the situation of Negro men was dire:


When women, because they are women, are hunted down… dragged from their houses and hung upon lamp-posts; when their children are torn from their arms, and their brains dashed upon the pavement; when they are objects of insult and outrage at every turn; when they are in danger of having their homes burnt down over their heads, when their children are not allowed to enter schools; then [women] will have the urgency to obtain the ballot equal to our own.12



Stanton argued that he was ignoring the vulnerability of Black women: “Do you believe the African race is comprised entirely of males?”13 Douglass responded, as white men would, that women had male relatives to protect and represent them. Black women themselves saw the amendment as a first step.

The fight over the Fifteenth Amendment caused a fundamental schism between Black and white activists, between rights for Blacks and rights for women.14 Black women did not trust white women to protect their interests, but they did not allow racism to deter them. Speaking at the 1866 American Equal Rights Association meeting, African American author Frances Ellen Watkins Harper challenged attendees: “You white women speak here of rights. I speak of wrongs.” After reciting a litany of the humiliations Black women faced, she concluded, “Are there no wrongs to be righted?” She called on suffragists to protect rights for Black Americans and to treat Black women as equals, rather than be “complicit in… oppression.” Stanton omitted Harper’s remarks from a record of the meeting.15 African American distrust of white reformers was well deserved. Its current ran through the history of women’s political action, a riptide of racism and white privilege.

In a profoundly segregated society, few white reformers acknowledged Black women as peers or saw their causes as complimentary. Anthony corresponded with Mary Church Terrell and Adella Hunt Logan, inviting them to attend suffrage meetings only when she did not expect Southern white women to attend. She remained embittered toward Douglass, while he and Stanton maintained friendly professional relations. Stanton defended Douglass’s second marriage to a white woman, suffragist Helen Pitts, which caused a national outcry. Eventually reconciled, Douglass and Anthony appeared together at a National Council of Women meeting on the day he died in 1895. Generations later, Rochester, New York, named a bridge in honor of Anthony and Douglass and erected a statue of the two “Friends for Freedom” having tea.16

ANOTHER AMENDMENT

The Civil War amendments forced white suffragists to regroup. Challenging the definition of citizenship, they attempted to vote and run for office. Their primary goal was securing suffrage. Three generations of white leaders pursued two strategies. Stanton and Anthony’s National Woman Suffrage Association sought a federal amendment, while Lucy Stone’s American Woman Suffrage Association fought for local suffrage. Both suffered repetitive, expensive, and exhausting losses. Among the aging founders, only Anthony had a succession plan. With Stone’s daughter, Alice Stone Blackwell, Anthony engineered a merger of the rival groups in 1890, establishing the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA).

Stanton and Stone, aging, former rivals, had titular roles, while Anthony elevated Anna Howard Shaw, a Methodist minister and medical doctor from Michigan, and Carrie Chapman Catt, a school principal and journalist from Iowa. More conservative and strategic, they forged broader alliances and appealed to the regional, racial, and religious biases of male legislators. To win support, they embraced white supremacy and nativism, arguing that allowing white women to vote would create a cohort large enough to outnumber Black and immigrant voters.17 Supporting “educated suffrage” was another strategy to limit the vote to privileged whites.

The second generation was impatient with Stanton, who refused “to sing suffrage evermore,” preferring “the rub-a-dub of agitation.” She did not believe voting would be enough to overturn millennia of sexism, the insistence on female inferiority in patriarchal institutions, Judeo-Christian traditions, English common law, American statutes, and social customs. Women must be emancipated from “all forms of bondage,… custom, dependence and superstition,” she declared to a congressional hearing.18

Stanton was a myopic visionary. She ignored Black women. For white women, she championed suffrage, coeducation, girls’ sports, job training, equal wages, labor unions, “voluntary motherhood,” cooperative nurseries and kitchens, reform of divorce laws, property rights for wives, and child custody for mothers. Every position alarmed NAWSA’s new leaders. Catt considered Stanton “a selfish, foolish old woman” even before she challenged religious orthodoxy. Stanton did not believe that God intended women to be subservient to men.19

ATTACKING PATRIARCHY

Stanton did not publish The Woman’s Bible until after NAWSA’s lavish celebration of her eightieth birthday at the Metropolitan Opera House in November 1895. Her book dismissed the Adam’s rib version of creation (Genesis, 2: 18, 21-23) in favor of the earlier verse (Genesis, 1: 26-27): “So God created man in his own image… male and female.” She insisted it established the equality of the sexes and an androgynous God. Infuriated and embarrassed by Stanton’s heresy, younger suffragists censured Stanton and canonized Anthony, creating a breach in their forty-five-year friendship.20 Stanton was erased.

Stanton’s attack on patriarchy was philosophical and theological. Other women tackled the topic scientifically. In 1885, the American Association of University Women (AAUW), an organization of white college graduates, funded research to refute claims by Harvard medical school professor Edward Clarke. In 1873, Clarke asserted that a college education would cause nervous collapse and infertility in women.21 Antoinette Brown Blackwell contested another white male conclusion, that female and Black brains were smaller and less intelligent. She was the first female minister ordained in a mainstream Protestant denomination and the sister-in-law of both suffragist Lucy Stone and Elizabeth Blackwell, the first formally trained female doctor in America. Having abandoned the ministry for scientific studies, in 1875 Brown Blackwell published The Sexes Throughout Nature, in which she found no examples of patriarchy in the animal kingdom.22

Author Charlotte Perkins Gilman made the case against patriarchy in her short story, “The Yellow Wallpaper” (1892); in her theoretical work, Women and Economics (1898); and in her novel, Herland: A Feminist Utopian Novel (1916). She described the patriarchal assumptions on which marriage and motherhood were based as risks to women’s physical and mental health. Gilman saw her life as a choice between marital passion or an independent intellectual life. That tension prompted a breakdown. Treated for hysteria by a disciple of Dr. Clarke, Gilman was forbidden to read or write, like the heroine in her story. She recovered only after she abandoned her husband and child. In her utopian view, women could best manage their multiple roles in cooperative, female households, sharing domestic chores, kitchens, and nurseries.23

Also published in 1892 was Anna Julia Haywood Cooper’s first book, A Voice from the South, considered the first expression of Black feminism. With Charlotte Forten Grimke, Ida Wells-Barnett, and Mary Church Terrell, Cooper was one of the “great race women” of the era. She and Terrell had been two of three Black women classmates at Oberlin and the first two to earn master’s degrees there. Cooper would also earn a doctorate from the Sorbonne, translating an epic poem about the Crusades into modern French. A lifelong educator, she was principal of the M Street School, an elite Black high school in Washington, DC’s segregated system. By insisting on a classical curriculum of Latin, Greek, history, literature, mathematics, and science, rather than an “industrial education,” she sided with W. E. B. Du Bois against Booker T. Washington.24

Cooper’s book was a collection of essays and speeches, including “Womanhood: A Vital Element in the Regeneration and Progress of a Race.” Cooper criticized Black men for claiming to represent their race but ignoring Black women. “Only the Black woman can say,” Cooper asserted, “when and where I enter… Then the Negro race enters with me.” Cooper, a widow who fostered and adopted children, believed that women’s maternal roles could be used to empower them. As one scholar concluded, Cooper found in Black womanhood and domesticity the basis for “self-authority, self-interest, and self-development.”25

These thinkers all rejected women’s secondary status. According to Harvard historian Jill Lepore, suffragists believed, based on the findings of nineteenth century archeologists and anthropologists, that powerful women like the Amazons had once existed and that matriarchy predated patriarchy.26 As feminist foremothers, Stanton, Brown Blackwell, Gilman, and Cooper wanted to undercut the roots of patriarchy, which sustained sexism and racism. They acknowledged that even if women secured equal legal rights and broader educational and employment opportunities, they would be held back by prejudice.

Anti-suffragists believed that voting was a white male activity. Women did not belong in the public arena any more than they belonged in barrooms or on battlefields. While women supposedly occupied an idealized “separate sphere,” it did not protect vulnerable, poor, immigrant, or Black women from harsh working conditions or sexual violence. Women reformers slowly expanded their sphere, claiming the nation was their home and demanding better housekeeping. As one jingle proclaimed, “Mother mends my socks and shirts, Mother mends my coat; Maybe she could mend some laws, if she had the vote.”27 To achieve their ends, Black and white reformers, including those who did not have children, employed metaphors of virtuous motherhood, using the moral authority of motherhood to challenge the power of patriarchy.

WOMEN’S CLUB MOVEMENT

One vehicle for reform was the women’s club movement. During the Progressive era, middle-class Protestant women organized into voluntary separate spheres, including literary societies. Some remained regional and parochial, while others grew into national organizations, promoting kindergartens, libraries, playgrounds, juvenile justice, and better sanitation. Recognizing that achieving their goals required political action, women’s clubs formed suffrage departments. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union (1873) wanted “home protection” from alcohol abuse; the American Association of University Women (1881) promoted academic engagement; the United Daughters of the Confederacy (1894) preserved the Lost Cause to promote white supremacy. Excluded by whites and Protestants, Black and Jewish women organized separately. The National Council of Jewish Women (1893) objected to immigration quotas and promoted assimilation.

For Black women, secular organizations provided more independent leadership roles than were available through church auxiliaries. While 90% of Black congregants were women, 90% of ministers were men, which gave them rare leadership roles under the emasculating authority of Jim Crow. Black women accepted that imbalance and embraced the women’s club movement.28 In 1896, Nannie Helen Burroughs, Frances Harper, Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin, Mary Church Terrell, Harriet Tubman, Margaret Murray Washington, and Ida Wells-Barnett founded the National Association of Colored Women (NACW), an alliance of fifty local clubs. It sought to end lynching, discrimination, disenfranchisement, and convict leasing. It proposed free daycare, kindergarten, and the admission of Black women into nursing and medical schools. Its motto was “Lifting as We Climb.”29

Ida Bell Wells-Barnett was an anti-lynching crusader. Born enslaved in 1862, she became a teacher and an investigative journalist in Memphis. Seventy years before Rosa Parks, Wells bought a first-class train ticket and refused to move to a segregated car. Forcibly removed, she sued the railroad and won $500, until the Tennessee Supreme Court overturned the decision. In 1892, she published Southern Horrors, documenting that lynchings were prompted by economic envy disguised as trumped-up charges of sexual assault. Her Red Record (1895) included fourteen pages of statistics and attracted national attention. A white mob destroyed her press. Wells moved to Chicago, married attorney Ferdinand Barnett, became his partner in a publishing business, and lectured nationally, insisting her hosts provide childcare for her four children. She challenged racism everywhere, including boycotting the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition for excluding African Americans. Her courage was rarely rewarded with leadership roles.30

In contrast, Mary Church Terrell was elected president of NACW for three terms before being named honorary president for life. Terrell had two white grandfathers, slave owners who raped women they owned. Her enslaved parents were allowed to marry in one owner’s home, where Mollie was born in 1863. After emancipation, her father became a wealthy Memphis real estate developer. She graduated from Oberlin College with two degrees, studied in Europe, and spoke five languages. In 1891, she married Robert Terrell, a graduate of Lawrence Academy, Harvard University, and Howard University law school. They lived in Washington, DC, teaching at the M Street School. In 1901, Theodore Roosevelt named Mr. Terrell the first Black Justice of the Peace, and in 1911, President Taft made him the first Black federal judge in the newly created DC municipal court. Such appointments depended on the patronage of Booker T. Washington and required Senate confirmation. In 1914, shortly after President Wilson segregated the federal government, Mississippi Senator James Vardeman (D) filibustered unsuccessfully to block Judge Terrell’s reappointment.31

Despite being dependent on the founder of Tuskegee, the Terrells embodied the Black elite, Du Bois’s “Talented Tenth.” Mollie Terrell was the first Black woman to serve on the DC Board of Education, where she promoted Du Bois’s classical curriculum rather than Washington’s vocational model. Although she corresponded and visited with Anthony, Terrell maintained a “strategic distance” from white suffragists, many of whom endorsed lynching. Invited to speak at the 1898 NAWSA convention to mark the fiftieth anniversary of Seneca Falls, Terrell noted the thirtieth anniversary of the Fourteenth Amendment, calling it a “double jubilee.” She titled her talk “The Justice of Woman Suffrage.”32

Both Wells-Barnett and Terrell were founders of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 1909, the centenary of Lincoln’s birth. It was an outgrowth of the Niagara Movement, a 1905 gathering of Black activists organized by Du Bois and Mary Burnett Talbert on the Canadian side of the falls, since American hotels were segregated. The sixty NAACP organizers were a biracial group, including “white reformers… white philanthropists,” three Black women, four Black men, and nine white women.33

THE SUFFRAGE CAMPAIGN

Terrell and Wells-Barnett were among dozens of Black women who marched in the 1913 suffrage parade on the day before Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration. It was organized by Alice Paul, a Quaker who represented the militant third generation of suffrage leaders. A veteran of the violent British suffrage campaign, she had been arrested and force-fed seven times before returning to the US to complete her doctoral dissertation on the legal position of women in Pennsylvania. Introducing “outdoor tactics” to NAWSA, she produced a parade of five thousand women and a pageant on the steps of the Treasury Building.

Because NAWSA had pursued a “Southern strategy,” it did not welcome Black suffragists. They were ordered to march in the rear behind white men in the colored section. Instead, they appeared throughout the ranks. The Chicago Tribune photographed Wells-Barnett, a member of the Illinois Equal Suffrage Association and founder of Chicago’s Alpha Club, the first Black suffrage organization, marching with the Illinois delegation.34 Terrell joined the Delta Sigma Theta sorority, newly formed at Howard University, in the contingent of college women, who were wearing their academic gowns. In 1917, Terrell and her daughter, Phyllis Wheatley Terrell, picketed the White House. She was still picketing in 1951, protesting segregated restaurants in Washington, DC.35

Paul’s street theater, and the riot it engendered, made headlines for a federal suffrage amendment. In 1915, when Catt returned to NAWSA leadership, she banished Paul, who established the National Woman’s Party (NWP). It adopted British tactics, picketing and holding the party in power, the Democrats, responsible for suffrage. By then, a messy coalition of self-interested suffragists had evolved. Clubwomen, progressives, settlement house workers, factory workers, and immigrant women allied under the purple, gold, and white suffrage banner. Divided by race, class, geography, and generation, they represented the different elements of the twentieth century’s many women’s movements. Their socially conservative, religiously traditional, nativist, and racist opponents represented a less diverse cohort.

Support for suffrage slowly took hold. By 1916, women were voting in twelve states, all west of the Mississippi River, except Illinois.36 The first favorable congressional vote on the Anthony Amendment was on January 10, 1918. Jeannette Rankin, the first woman to serve in Congress, opened the debate. Elected in 1916 at age thirty-six, the Republican rancher, social worker, and NAWSA organizer from Montana was the only woman ever to vote for suffrage. Rankin was sworn in on April 2, 1917, the day President Wilson asked for a Declaration of War against Germany. Four days later, she cast her first vote, against the war.37

The New York Times described her as “weeping copiously” during the roll call, but witnesses found her composed. Joined by fifty-five men, forty-nine representatives, and six senators, only Rankin was condemned as cowardly and disloyal. Until then, her press coverage had been positive, if sexist, noting her red hair, “clinging gowns [and] French heels.”38 Catt, who was wooing Wilson’s support for suffrage and had promised him NAWSA’s full support for the war, was furious. When Catt endorsed her opponent in a 1918 Senate race, Rankin lost. During Rankin’s second term in Congress (1941-43), she cast the only vote against entry into World War II. Always a pacifist, at age eighty-eight, she led a demonstration of fifteen hundred women against the Vietnam War. Asked how she might have lived her life differently, she retorted, “I would have been nastier.”39

The 1918 House resolution on woman suffrage passed, 274–136, exactly the two-thirds needed for a constitutional amendment. Members came from sickbeds to vote, one with a broken shoulder, another on a stretcher. One came from his wife’s deathbed and returned for her funeral. Out of 198 Republicans, 165 voted yes; those from major industrial states voted no. Democrats divided, 104–102; the majority of opponents were Southerners. Removed from the gallery for cheering, suffragists sang hymns in the foyer.40

The Senate stalled for nine months. It ignored a personal appeal from President Wilson delivered on October 1, 1918. In a speech he typed himself, Wilson declared woman suffrage an essential war measure.


Democracy means that women shall play their parts in affairs alongside men and upon an equal footing with them…. We have made partners of women in this war, shall we admit them only to a partnership of suffering and sacrifice and not a partnership of privilege and right?41



The Senate defeated the Anthony Amendment, 62–34, two votes short.

During the debate, Senator Vardeman (D-MS) offered a substitute bill limiting suffrage to white women. The white supremacist had come to the Senate in 1913 promising to repeal the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments. His voters were known as “red necks,” for the neckerchiefs they wore to signal their support. To oppose Vardeman’s ploy, Terrell mobilized the NAACP and six thousand members of the Northeastern Federation of Colored Women’s Clubs to pressure NAWSA. Vardeman’s motion lost. In July 2017, the University of Mississippi removed his name from a prominent building.42

In the 1918 midterm elections, Democrats lost their congressional majorities. Michigan, Oklahoma, and South Dakota granted women full suffrage. After the new Congress convened, with 117 new members, the House affirmed its pro-suffrage vote on May 21, 1919, by a larger margin, 304–89. Two weeks later, on June 4, 1919, the Senate passed the Anthony Amendment, 66–30, with two votes to spare.43 As woman suffrage went to the states for ratification, Catt telegraphed her troops: “Our hour has come. Put on your armor!”44


RATIFICATION

Six states ratified the amendment in eight days. Seven Southern states rushed to reject it. By mid-1920, thirty-five of the thirty-six states needed had ratified the amendment, leaving only seven prospects. Florida, Louisiana, and North Carolina were unlikely. Republican governors in Connecticut and Vermont refused to convene their legislatures, and Republican infighting in Delaware defeated the amendment. That left Tennessee, which had recently passed partial suffrage for women.45 “I had scarcely taken off my hat,” Catt recalled, “before I was summoned to Tennessee.”46

Catt arrived in Nashville in mid-July with an overnight bag and stayed for five weeks. She settled into the Hermitage Hotel, headquarters for both sides, and left the lobbying to Tennessee suffragists Anne Dallas Dudley, Catherine Kenny, Abby Crawford Milton, and Juno Frankie Pierce. Born during slavery and educated at Roger Williams University, one of four colleges founded in Nashville for freed slaves, Pierce had registered 2,500 Black women to vote in the 1919 municipal elections. She addressed the first meeting of the Tennessee League of Women Voters and established the Tennessee Vocational School for Colored Girls in 1923.47 Sue Shelton White, a Tennessee native, represented the NWP, which had no money and few troops in the fight.48

In the hottest summer on record, one thousand pro- and anti-“suffs” poured into the city. Pro-suffrage legislators were threatened with primary challenges, business boycotts, and kidnapping. Opponents included brewers, party machines, Catholics, manufacturers, segregationists, and privileged white women, who claimed not to need the vote. Many people sincerely believed that women were emotionally unsuited for politics. Others thought female political involvement was abnormal: “The woman suffrage movement is an imitation-of-man movement and, as such, merits the condemnation of every normal man and woman.”49 The liquor lobby kept a hospitality suite at the Hermitage open around the clock.

The national Democratic Party, wary of being blamed for the amendment’s failure in a presidential election year, pressured Governor Albert Roberts to call a special session. Local Democrats urged him to resist because passing suffrage risked Black women voting and voting Republican. The night before the special session convened, Catt reported that legislators were “reeling through the halls… in a state of advanced intoxication!” On August 13, the Tennessee senate sobered up long enough to pass the amendment, 25–4. “We now have 35 ½ states,” Catt reported.


With all the political pressure, it ought to be easy, but the opposition of every sort is here fighting with no scruple… [Antis] are appealing to Negrophobia and every other cave man’s prejudice…. It is hot, muggy, nasty… this last battle is desperate.50



The spotlight shifted to the lower house. Anti-suffrage ladies pinned red roses on opponents’ lapels; supporters sported yellow boutonnieres.

When the bill reached the house floor, ninety-six members were present. Suffrage needed forty-nine votes to carry. A motion to table the amendment resulted in a 48–48 tie due to unexpected support from Democrat Banks Turner, who had been strong-armed by the governor. A tie vote on a motion to table required an immediate floor vote on ratification itself. If it ended in another tie, the amendment would fail. The seventh name in the roll call was Harry Burn, who sported a red rose. Twenty-four years old, a freshman Republican from rural East Tennessee, Burn voted yes. When Turner voted yes, the amendment carried 49–47. The “Sterling 49” made Tennessee “the Perfect 36.”51

After the vote, the chamber erupted into chaos. Antis supposedly chased Burn out a window, across a ledge, and into the attic. Catt, who was not present, could hear the hullabaloo from her hotel. The next day, Burn admitted that he changed his vote because his mother asked him to. “I know that a mother’s advice is always safest for a boy to follow and my mother wanted me to vote for ratification.” In a letter Harry carried in his pocket, Phoebe Burn asked him to buy her some sheet music and to “vote for suffrage… don’t keep them in doubt… be a good boy and help Mrs. Catt.”52 On August 24, 1920, Governor Roberts sent Tennessee’s notice of ratification to Washington on the mail train.

In 1899, Anthony had imagined the potential of a female voting bloc, telling the London Times, “when women get the ballot they will be on fighting ground… When men know that women can vote… then officials and office seekers will attend to women’s wants.”53 Years later, after the 2016 and 2018 elections, women and their daughters plastered Anthony’s grave with “I VOTED” stickers. Because the stickers were hard to remove, Rochester’s Mount Hope cemetery enclosed her gravestone with Plexiglass. In 2020, women again covered her marker and those of other equal rights icons.54

In 1920, suffragists were jubilant and optimistic. White women believed voting would end discrimination based on sex and empower them to change America. Men worried they might be right. Wells-Barnett wished Anthony and Douglass “could have been here to see the day when a woman’s ballot will count equally with a man’s.” NWP lobbyist Maud Younger predicted “the dawn of woman’s political power in America.” Crystal Eastman, a founder of the American Civil Liberties Union, stated simply, “Now we can begin.”55






CHAPTER TWO FLAPPERS & FEMINISTS, 1920–1928


Secretary of State Bainbridge Colby left orders to be awakened the moment Tennessee’s notice of ratification arrived at Union Station. The call came at 3:45 A.M. on Thursday, August 26, 1920. Secretary Colby signed a proclamation adding the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States Constitution at eight o’clock at his K Street home, without ceremony. There were no photographers and no suffrage leaders. The threat of an injunction prompted his haste and discretion. A petition brought by opponents was pending before the District of Columbia Court of Appeals, which opened at nine. If the injunction had been granted before Colby’s certification, it would have derailed voting rights for American women. The wording of the amendment, named for Susan B. Anthony when it was introduced in 1878, had never changed: “The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.”1

Later that morning, Carrie Chapman Catt, president of the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), returned from Nashville. Expecting to witness the signing, she telephoned Secretary Colby. Assuring her the amendment had been safely signed, he invited her to his office to inspect the document. “So quietly as that, we learned that the last step in the enfranchisement of women in the United States had been taken,” she recalled.2 Alice Paul, head of the National Woman’s Party (NWP), who had arranged for photographers and newsreel cameras, was not included. As the New York Times reported, Colby was aware of “frictions.”


[The] differences between the militant suffragists [Paul] and the mainstream suffragists [Catt]… could not be ironed out, so the Secretary of State had decided to issue the proclamation privately in order to avoid a clash.3



By including neither Catt nor Paul at an official signing, Colby diplomatically avoided crediting either with the amendment’s success.

Everyone in Washington knew the two women detested each other. Catt considered Paul politically naïve and “stupendously stupid.”4 She criticized Paul’s publicity stunts, the 1913 parade and pageant, and the White House pickets in 1917. A generation younger, Paul denigrated Catt for her alliance with Wilson and resented her success. A veteran of the radical branch of the British suffrage movement, Paul held the parliamentary view that Democrats, as the party in power, were responsible for suffrage, even though it needed bipartisan support to pass. They had supposedly not spoken to each other since April 1917, when they hosted a breakfast for two hundred women to welcome Jeannette Rankin to Washington.5

On that hot afternoon in August 1920, the rivals celebrated the amendment’s victory on opposite sides of Pennsylvania Avenue. Catt had tea at the White House with President and Mrs. Wilson to salute the success of a campaign he had opposed for most of his two terms. Across the street, at her strategically located Lafayette Square headquarters, Paul toasted the NWP’s purple and gold suffrage flag, to which she had added a star for each ratified state. Both events were captured on camera. That night, NAWSA held a victory rally in Washington. The next day, Catt continued her triumphal tour to New York City, where Governor Al Smith met her train and presented her with a huge bouquet of purple delphiniums and yellow mums. During a procession to the Astor Hotel, admirers “split their gloves” clapping.6

WHY SUFFRAGE WON

The Nineteenth Amendment passed because Catt had run a strategic, relentless, two-tiered campaign. To win state suffrage in New York in 1917, then the most populous and powerful state, she created a multigenerational, multiracial, cross-class coalition. That victory propelled the amendment toward its first favorable House vote in January 1918. As individual states passed suffrage, she directed local chapters to prepare for the ratification fight. Catt claimed that NAWSA had two million members and a presence in every congressional and state legislative district in the country.

The amendment passed because Paul’s audacious street tactics generated headlines and influenced public opinion, which became more favorable after the picketers were treated harshly. Arrested for obstructing traffic, some were sentenced to seven months in the DC Jail or the Occoquan Workhouse. In total, an estimated two thousand women picketed: 218 women from 26 states were arrested and 97 were imprisoned. Paul, Lucy Burns, Rose Winslow, and several others were brutally force-fed. In March 1918, the DC Court of Appeals invalidated every sentence.7 While the NWP was never large or especially effective in garnering votes, Paul forced NAWSA, and the nation, to make federal suffrage the priority.

The amendment passed because women had contributed to the war effort in factories and fields, at home and on the European front, as nurses, ambulance drivers, and telephone operators, prompting President Wilson to declare suffrage a war measure. Specifically, the amendment passed because Harry Burn changed his vote. More significantly, the amendment passed because at least six million women were already voting. By 1919, women had full suffrage in fifteen states and “presidential only” suffrage in twelve. When suffrage passed, 64% of House members came from states where women voted. Nearly all of them supported the amendment.8

The amendment passed because strategists outmaneuvered their opponents. Manufacturers worried that progressive women would enact limits on child labor and insist on safety regulations. Brewers, distillers, and saloon keepers assumed women would enforce prohibition. The major parties believed women would be unpredictable voters. The Catholic Church believed suffrage threatened the authority of husbands and the sanctity of the home. Privileged white women disdained the amendment. Among the leaders of the National Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage were Eleanor Foster Lansing, the wife of Wilson’s second Secretary of State, and Alice Hay Wadsworth, the daughter of former Secretary of State John Hay and the wife of Senator James Wadsworth (R-NY).9 Segregationists abhorred the prospect of more African Americans voting and feared federal enforcement measures. When they failed to pass white-only suffrage, they found other means to suppress unwelcome voters. The threat of women actually voting unnerved opponents and motivated supporters in Congress and state legislatures.

While states could no longer discriminate on account of sex, state laws and party rules controlled elections. Women everywhere had to contend with complicated registration requirements, residency rules, mandated literacy tests, civics quizzes, and hostility from men. Poll taxes disproportionally burdened poor women.10 The first challenge to the legitimacy of the Nineteenth Amendment came six weeks after it was certified. In October 1920, Cecilia Streett Waters and Mary D. Randolph registered to vote in Baltimore. Oscar Leser, representing the Maryland League for State Defense, sued to have their names stricken because Maryland had not ratified the amendment. Leser claimed that the Nineteenth Amendment was unconstitutional.

Leser v. Garnett was dismissed by a lower court and on appeal, but the Supreme Court granted a writ of certiorari in 1922. Catt asked Charles Evans Hughes, a former Supreme Court Justice, the Republican presidential candidate in 1916, and President Harding’s Secretary of State, to file an amicus brief. In a unanimous decision written by Justice Louis Brandeis, the Court affirmed the Nineteenth Amendment’s legitimacy. The Court emphasized that ratification was a federal function that transcended state constitutions and legislatures and that, by itself, the secretary of state’s certification made the amendment valid.11 The twelve unratified states eventually passed the amendment. Mississippi voted last, in 1984, after it had defeated the Equal Rights Amendment. According to historian Martha Jones, the long-delayed state ratifications of the Thirteenth, Fifteenth, and Nineteenth amendments reflected changing and more diverse electoral demographics. “It’s deeply symbolic because… late ratifications are manifestations of the ways… political power has shifted [to] Black lawmakers, women lawmakers [and] Black women lawmakers.”12

AN INCOMPLETE VICTORY

The Nineteenth Amendment enfranchised all Black women, but it did not protect their right to vote. When Black citizens attempted to register, local papers reported a near panic. Georgia and Mississippi claimed women had missed the registration deadline and refused to allow them to vote in 1920. States adopted white-only primaries, the equivalent of general elections in one-party states. In Florida, Black voting spurred Klan growth.13 In addition to increased violence, economic pressure by employers and landlords proved effective. Black Americans were subject to blatantly discriminatory practices, including unfairly administered literacy tests and “grandfather clauses” that prevented descendants of enslaved people from voting while allowing illiterate whites to vote if their grandparents had. In 1944, in Smith v. Allwright, the Supreme Court outlawed white-only primaries. Lonnie E. Smith, a Black dentist, sued S. S. Allwright, an election official in Harris County, Texas, challenging a state Democratic Party rule barring Black voters from primaries. Thurgood Marshall represented Smith in his first Supreme Court appearance on behalf of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund.14

In the years that followed, it was clear that the Nineteenth Amendment was an incomplete victory. It enfranchised twenty-seven million women and doubled the number of eligible voters, but it did not enforce voting rights for Black women or cover American women married to foreigners, Asian immigrants, women living on reservations, in US territories, or in the District of Columbia. The first attempt to remedy its omissions was the 1922 Married Women’s Independent Citizenship Act, known as the Cable Act. It reversed the 1907 Expatriation Act when Congress required American women to adopt the nationality of their husbands. If a husband were eligible for citizenship, his wife could also apply; if not, she could be detained or deported.15

Nativism prompted restrictions on Asian immigration and citizenship. In 1875, Congress passed the Page Act. It assumed Chinese women were all prostitutes, imported for “lewd and immoral purposes.” Any Chinese woman entering the United States was subjected to humiliating interrogations, so many refused to come. Reducing the number of Asian women created a dramatic gender imbalance. The 1882 Chinese Exclusion Act declared Chinese immigrants “aliens ineligible for citizenship” and suspended further immigration due to fear of competition for jobs and concerns about “racial purity.” Not until 1898 were children of Chinese immigrants born in the United States considered citizens. The restrictive 1924 Immigration Act, aimed at Jews, Italians, and “non-Nordics,” barred Japanese and other “undesirables.” In 1943, lobbied by Madame Chiang Kai-Shek, formerly Soon Mei-ling, who had graduated from Wellesley College in 1917, the Congress repealed the 1882 Exclusion Act, given America’s wartime alliance with China. Japanese and other Asians were allowed entry after 1952, but patterns of discrimination continued. Until 1960, Asian women in New York City had to register annually at the police department, producing proof of literacy in English.16

To address Native American voting rights, Congress passed the Indian Citizenship Act in 1924. In recognition of the service of Native American soldiers, it granted full citizenship to all Native Americans, but did not enfranchise them.17 Two Indigenous women played significant roles in passing the legislation. Marie Louise Bottineau Baldwin, a Turtle Mountain Chippewa, had come to Washington with her lawyer father to defend treaty rights. Early in her career in the Office of Indian Rights, she advocated assimilation, but in a photograph taken for her 1911 government personnel file, she wore Native dress. She worked with the Society of American Indians, testified before Congress on behalf of Indigenous women, and enrolled in the Washington College of Law, becoming its first graduate of color. In 1913, she marched with women lawyers in the suffrage parade.18

Working with Baldwin was Zitkala-Ša (“Red Bird”), born on the Yankton Sioux reservation in North Dakota in 1876. She was sent to a government boarding school in Indiana, where her braids were cut, her culture disparaged, and her name changed to Gertrude Simmons. She attended Earlham College, studied violin at the Boston Conservatory of Music, and performed for President McKinley. Working at another boarding school, she was fired for publishing exposés in the national press. In 1902 she married Raymond Bonnin, another boarding school survivor. Zitkala-Ša worked to preserve Native languages and stories. In 1913, she co-wrote The Sun Dance, the first Indigenous opera, based on Sioux rituals prohibited by the government. She joined Baldwin at the Society of American Indians in 1918 and was instrumental in the passage of the 1924 Indian Citizenship Act and the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act.19

Ever since Cherokee Nation v. Georgia (1831) allowed the government to seize Native lands, the US had treated Indigenous people as wards. States with large Indigenous populations in the Southwest, Northeast, and Upper Midwest restricted Native voting rights. Indigenous men, who had the highest rate of participation in the military, returned from World War II expecting to vote. In 1948, veteran Frank Harrison sued the county recorder to challenge Arizona’s guardianship. In Harrison v. Laveen, the state Supreme Court found guardianship unconstitutional. “To deny the right to vote,” Chief Justice Levi Stewart Udall concluded, “is to do violence to the principles of freedom and equality.”20

In New Mexico in 1948, Marine veteran and Pueblo Indian Miguel Trujillo sued a county registrar who had denied his right to vote because Native people living on reservations paid no property taxes. In Trujillo v. Garley, a three-judge panel found the New Mexico law unconstitutional because Indigenous people paid federal, gas, and sales taxes.21 Utah was the last state to remove formal barriers in 1962, but hurdles remain. Because American Indians living on reservations do not use street addresses and some states do not recognize post office boxes or tribal identity cards, their voting rights are still contested. In 2019, Justice Udall’s grandson, Senator Tom Udall (D-NM), introduced the Native American Voting Rights Act.22

The Nineteenth Amendment extended suffrage to women living in states but not territories. The Alaska Territory passed woman suffrage in 1913; Hawaii followed in 1920. Puerto Rico enfranchised literate women in 1929 and all women in 1935. Territory residents vote only in primaries. They have no voting representatives in the Congress and no votes in the Electoral College. Similarly, no resident of the District of Columbia could vote for President until the passage of the Twenty-third Amendment in 1961. It gave Washington three electoral votes, the same number as the smallest state, even though its population was larger. The District still does not have voting representatives in the Congress.23

THE 1920 ELECTION

In the autumn of 1920, Democrats and Republicans competed for white women voters. Democrats claimed that woman suffrage passed under a Democratic administration and a Democratic governor. Republicans took credit for the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment because they controlled twenty-nine of the thirty-six ratifying states. The GOP platform incorporated twelve of fifteen “women’s planks” proposed by the League of Women Voters. Before the election, both parties established white and colored women’s divisions, recruited female delegates, and paired men and women as national committee members.24

Mary Church Terrell played a significant role in the 1920 election. She formed the Women’s Republican League, hoping it would be absorbed and financed by the Republican National Committee. Supported by prominent Black Republicans, she was appointed Director of Work Among Colored Women of the East. Traveling her territory, she told Black women they had a responsibility to use the Nineteenth Amendment as “a weapon of defense,” to uphold their constitutional rights, and to vote for politicians who would pass a federal anti-lynching bill. She urged women to track legislation, write their representatives, and vote. African Americans were alarmed by the GOP “seating… lily-white delegations.” Terrell’s husband declared, “I hate a lily white republican. Would rather vote for Vardeman than one of them.” Harassed and threatened with arrest while campaigning, she resented “the insult not only to myself, but through me to the womanhood of the whole race.”25

The election pitted Ohio Republican Senator Warren Harding and Massachusetts Governor Calvin Coolidge against Ohio Democratic Governor James Cox and former Assistant Secretary of the Navy Franklin Roosevelt. Harding, fifty-four, replaced his grass with gravel and campaigned from his front porch in Marion, Ohio. Every day, delegations arrived: business leaders, war veterans, Baptist ministers, “Negro Republicans,” the Chicago Cubs. On August 26, he celebrated the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment. In October, he hosted “Social Justice Day,” specifying that it was “not Suffrage Day but rather Respectable Women’s Day.” He invited representatives of the League of Women Voters, the Women’s Trade Union League, and the Business and Professional Women, as well as governors’ wives and former President Roosevelt’s daughter and sister. In his remarks, Harding went further than the GOP platform. He promised equal pay for equal work, an eight-hour day, expansion of the Children’s Bureau, an end to child labor, enforcement of prohibition, prevention of lynching, protection of maternal and infant health, the appointment of women to federal posts, and the creation of a cabinet department of social welfare.26

The advent of woman suffrage introduced an unknown electoral factor. Polling places moved from barbershops and saloons to schools and fire stations. Smoking, spitting, swearing, and drinking were banned. “It ain’t like it used to be,” complained a New York City cop to a reporter. “Since women’s been mixing in, politics ain’t the same.”27 Girl Scouts volunteered to babysit. That November, Catt and her partner Mollie Hay voted in New York. Alice Paul sent an absentee ballot to New Jersey, as did President and Mrs. Wilson. The President had hoped to practice law with Bainbridge Colby but never recovered his health. He died in 1924 at his home in Washington, where Mrs. Wilson continued to live. As a DC resident, she never voted again. Another DC resident, Mary Church Terrell, only voted once, when she lived briefly in Chicago. Ida Wells-Barnett also voted in Chicago, where she had registered seven thousand Black voters. Harry Burn and his mother voted in Knoxville. He barely won a second term; Tennessee Governor Roberts lost his reelection.28

Harding won in a landslide, by twenty-six points, with 60% of the popular vote, the largest margin to date. Woman suffrage represented the largest expansion of the electorate in American history, but there was a national decline in voter turnout, down to 49.2% from 61.8% in 1916.29 There were no exit polls and no systematic collection of voter data by gender at the national level until 1964. Analysts estimate that female turnout ranged from a high of 57% in Kentucky to a low of 6% in Virginia. Records indicate that few Southern or immigrant women registered, or were allowed to register, in the 1920s. In Massachusetts, more Republican than Democratic women registered.30 Journalists claimed that the majority of female voters supported the silver-haired Harding because he was handsome. It’s more likely women voted for the Republican ticket because their fathers, husbands, and the majority of the country did.

Only Illinois counted women’s votes separately. To understand how women had voted in the 1923 Chicago mayoral race, researchers went door-to-door in several precincts. They found that three-quarters of eligible women had not registered: 33% claimed disinterest, ignorance, or timidity, and 11% believed women should not vote. Immigrants admitted to language barriers, and many women confessed that their husbands disapproved. Black women were encouraged by their communities to vote; white women were not. As a member of the Minnesota League of Women Voters reported, “Women, except for one or two hardy spirits, were too timid to participate in an election where men folks made it plain they were not wanted.”31

During the 1920s, women were party volunteers, voters, lobbyists, and candidates, but the suffrage sisterhood splintered. Given competing priorities and racial tensions, the fragile coalition of Black and white middle-class clubwomen, settlement house volunteers, trade union organizers, pacifists, prohibitionists, politicos, and activists was unlikely to work together or vote as a bloc. Long before the amendment was ratified, suffrage allies had been planning ahead and falling back into self-interested silos. As Black and white women experienced individual and systematic discrimination, politically sophisticated suffrage veterans were already engaged.

Prior to ratification, in March 1919, Catt hosted a “Jubilee Convention,” marking fifty years since the Wyoming Territory granted women the vote in 1869. She proposed converting NAWSA into a “League of Women Voters,” as “the most appropriate and patriotic memorial… to ‘Finish the Fight’ and to aid in the reconstruction of the nation.” Lacking unanimous support, her motion was tabled. Instead, Catt urged members to register, work with parties, draft legislation, and run for office. Jane Addams, the revered founder of Hull House, proposed instead that members should engage new voters in community organizing. The compromise in 1920 called for a nonpartisan league to educate women for citizenship.32 Celebrating the success of a complex, strategic, multi-layered, and multi-year national campaign by creating a nonpartisan educational organization seemed anticlimactic.

SETTLEMENT HOUSES

Catt and Addams were widely and equally admired. Born a year apart, in 1859 and 1860, they had been allies in fighting for suffrage and promoting international peace. Both were college-educated Midwesterners. Addams was the daughter of an Illinois state politician; Catt’s Iowa childhood was less privileged. While Catt struggled economically, Addams faced health issues, undergoing spinal surgery, which left her bedridden and depressed. When she recovered, she traveled to Europe for two years with her friend Ellen Starr. They visited Toynbee Hall, a “settlement house” in London’s impoverished East End, where middle-class young people worked with local residents to address unemployment and disease.33

Returning to Chicago in 1889, Addams and Starr leased a neglected mansion on Halsted Street. They convinced daughters of the city’s elite to volunteer in an immigrant neighborhood of factory workers. They offered English language classes; opened a daycare center and a kindergarten; provided a night school and a clinic; lobbied for public baths and garbage collection; taught cooking, art, and music; and added a library, an art gallery, a gym, and a playground. Volunteers investigated factory conditions and provided free legal counsel in juvenile court. By 1913, Hull House occupied fourteen buildings. Addams never lived anywhere else. In 1931, she was the first woman to win the Nobel Prize for Peace.34

Hull House attracted volunteers from across the country, especially among the first generation of college-educated middle-class women. As educational opportunities expanded for white and Black women, social work became a serious occupation. By 1920, there were almost five hundred settlement houses across the country committed to serving immigrants and the working class. Victoria Earle Matthews, born in slavery, chaired the executive board of the National Association of Colored Women and opened the White Rose Industrial Home for Working Class Negro Girls in New York City in 1897.35 Mabel Ping-Hua Lee replaced her father as head of the Baptist Mission in Chinatown in 1924, eventually founding the American Baptist Home Mission Society. It provided English classes, a kindergarten, and a medical clinic. A Chinese immigrant, Lee rode a horse in the 1912 New York City suffrage parade when she was a teenager. With undergraduate and graduate degrees from Barnard College, she was the first woman to receive a PhD in economics from Columbia University in 1922. An active suffragist, Lee could not vote until 1943, when the Chinese Exclusion Act was repealed.36

In that same period, Lugenia Burns Hope created a model for African American community improvement and civil rights education in Atlanta, where her husband was president of Atlanta Baptist College, now Morehouse College. They came from Chicago, where she had studied at the Art Institute and volunteered at Hull House. In 1908, she established the Neighborhood Union, the first woman-run social welfare agency in the South. It established daycare centers and kindergartens, lobbied for paved streets and sewers, and offered civics and sanitary education. When the segregated USO (United Service Organization) did not support Black or Jewish servicemen during the Great War, Hope worked through the Young Women’s Christian Association. Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover appointed her to a board to respond to the Great Flood of 1927. A Vice President of the NAACP, Hope led the Board of Managers of the Neighborhood Union until her husband died in 1936, when she joined Mary McLeod Bethune to advance the New Deal.37

Hull House alumnae, a national network of change agents, were everywhere. Florence Kelley, daughter of Pennsylvania abolitionist and Republican Congressman William “Pig Iron” Kelley, was a Phi Beta Kappa graduate of Cornell University. She wrote her thesis on impoverished children. In 1891, she returned from graduate work in Zurich as a separated mother of three and a socialist. Based at Hull House, she conducted a slum survey, documenting sweatshops, child labor, and disease. She earned a law degree from Northwestern University and proposed reforms to the state legislature. Democratic Governor John Peter Altgeld named her Chief Factory Inspector for Illinois. In 1899, she moved to New York City and founded the National Consumer League, calling on shoppers to buy only products made under safe factory conditions.38

In 1902, Kelley’s remarks at Mount Holyoke College inspired senior Frances Perkins to move to Chicago to volunteer at Hull House. Ellen Starr joined the Women’s Trade Union League and organized strikes by women garment workers and waitresses. Addams’s childhood friend Julia Lathrop taught the Sunday Plato class at Hull House, investigated child labor, and served as Illinois’s first female Director of the Board of Charities. Grace Abbott founded the Immigrant Protective League. Lillian Wald established the Henry Street Settlement to serve immigrant Jews in New York’s Lower East Side, coining the term “public health nurse.” In that same slum, debutante Eleanor Roosevelt taught calisthenics to children as a member of the Junior League for the Promotion of Settlement Houses, founded by Mary Harriman, the railroad magnate’s daughter.39 Settlement houses became a new “separate sphere” for women, a sorority of social justice activists.

THE POST-SUFFRAGE AGENDA

After they won, suffragists returned to the causes they had sought the ballot to advance. NAWSA became the League of Women Voters, integrating some local chapters. Catt and Addams pursued international peace. As head of the National Consumers League, Kelley tried to eliminate sweatshops and establish a minimum wage. The General Federation of Women’s Clubs, with 2.8 million members, focused on children. The Women’s Trade Union League organized women workers. The YWCA protected their morals. The National Council of Jewish Women pressed for “Americanization education” and opposed quotas on Jewish immigrants and college applicants. The National Association of Colored Women worked to outlaw lynching, end segregation in the federal government, and improve their communities. In 1920, in response to the Sedition Act and the Red Scare, Jane Addams, Crystal Eastman, and Alice Stone Blackwell helped establish the American Civil Liberties Union to defend the Bill of Rights.40 Over Kelley’s objections, eight white organizations, claiming a combined membership of two million, founded the Women’s Joint Congressional Committee in 1921. The Ladies Home Journal hailed it as “the most powerful and highly organized lobby in Washington.” Its agenda included prohibition enforcement, public school improvement, physical education for girls, protection of women in industry, and world peace.41 Its priority was infant health.

In 1920, with 111 deaths per 1,000 live births, the US ranked last among twenty industrial nations in infant survival rates. Eight years earlier, President Taft had established the Children’s Bureau and appointed the first woman to head a major government agency, Hull House alumna Julia Lathrop, an expert on maternal and infant mortality. In 1918, Congresswoman Rankin introduced the first “baby bill,” when the US ranked eleventh. It failed. In 1919, Senator Morris Sheppard (D-TX) and Representative Horace Towner (R-IA) drafted the bipartisan “Promotion of the Welfare and Hygiene of Maternity and Infancy Act.” It was the first government welfare bill, providing federal matching funds to train visiting nurses, license midwives, and establish clinics, primarily in rural areas.42

Sheppard–Towner did not pass until President Harding endorsed it in April 1921. Opponents called the bill socialism. The anti-suffrage Women Patriots, Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), Women’s Auxiliary of the American Legion, and the American Medical Association condemned it. Pediatricians seceded from the AMA, formed the American Academy of Pediatricians, and endorsed the bill. Among Senate opponents was Missouri Democrat James Reed. “It seems to be established doctrine of the [Children’s] Bureau,” sneered Reed, “that the only people capable of caring for babies and the mothers of babies are ladies who have not had babies.” Another opponent wanted to rename Sheppard–Towner “A Bill to Organize a Delegation of Spinsters to Teach Mothers How to Raise Babies.” An Iowa Senator cautioned his colleagues, “The old maids are voting now.”43

Fear of women voters made the difference. As the AMA Journal concluded, “Women had just been given the vote. No one knew how they would use it. Nearly every congressman had a distinct sense of faintness at the thought of having all the women in his district against him.” Rankin was in the gallery when Sheppard–Towner passed by a large margin. When female turnout proved elusive in 1924, the threat of a vengeful voting bloc evaporated. Senator Reed declared, “We would better reverse the proposition and provide for a committee of mothers to take charge of the old maids and teach them how to acquire a husband and have babies of their own.” Funding was cut in 1927 before the bill was repealed in 1929. Under Sheppard–Towner, infant mortality had dropped to sixty-seven out of 1,000 live births, with greater improvement among non-white rural women.44

Victories for women’s issues were rare. Reformers established the first federal prison for women, safeguarded appropriations for the Children’s and Women’s bureaus, and required gym classes for girls in public schools. Efforts to create a cabinet department of education failed because Southerners feared it would desegregate schools. In early 1924, social justice advocates introduced a constitutional amendment to regulate “the labor of persons under eighteen years of age.” All three presidential candidates, Republican incumbent Calvin Coolidge, Democratic challenger John Davis, and Progressive Robert La Follette, endorsed the Child Labor Amendment. Parents, farmers, factory workers, manufacturers, and the Catholic Church opposed it. They did not want to regulate cheap labor, limit needed earners, or undermine parental authority. The proposed amendment was deemed an “unwanted intrusion… and interference with the traditions of families and farms.” The intransigent Senator Reed concluded that the bill “would not receive a [single] vote in this body were there not so many individuals looking over their shoulders toward the ballot boxes in November.”45 Congress passed the proposed amendment before the 1924 election. It was never ratified.

The ability to enact change benefiting women and children peaked in 1924. Failure to ratify the Child Labor Amendment quickly marked the reversal of activists’ political momentum because women voters did not materialize in 1924, when scarcely one-third of eligible women turned out. At 48.9%, it was the lowest election turnout on record. Incumbent Republican President Coolidge won with 54% of the vote. A 2016 analysis of women voting in 1924 drew several conclusions. Overall, women were labeled “peripheral voters,” defined as less informed and engaged. Female turnout was higher where elections were competitive and legal barriers to voting were low.46

BLACK WOMEN’S PRIORITIES

While rural Black women benefited from Sheppard–Towner, such initiatives were not their priority. They wanted to end the legal terrorism of lynching, dismemberment, and burning in the Jim Crow South, where 90% of African Americans lived in 1920. To escape, 1.5 million African Americans migrated North and West from 1915 into the 1930s in search of safety and dignity. The Great Migration changed the social dynamic of race relations nationally. Black people found more job opportunities and higher wages, even in segregated, low-level jobs in meatpacking and auto plants, but they were still subject to racial violence, discrimination, and demeaning stereotypes.47

Black newspapers, like the Chicago Defender and the California Eagle, owned and operated by Charlotta Bass, fueled Black political machines. Chicago and Los Angeles elected the first Black aldermen and state legislators. In 1928, Oscar Stanton De Priest, a former Chicago housepainter and alderman, was courted by Republicans and elected the first Black member of Congress from outside the Reconstruction South. When First Lady Lou Hoover invited Mrs. De Priest to a White House tea for congressional wives, suggesting she was the social equal of the white guests, it caused an uproar. While the public censured Mrs. Hoover, Jessie De Priest praised the First Lady as “a most charming… cosmopolite [and] a wonderful hostess.”48

Ending racial violence was imperative. The worst episode in American history took place in 1921 when a white mob destroyed the largest Black community in Oklahoma. As historian Scott Ellsworth has uncovered, Tulsa’s Greenwood neighborhood, known as “the Negro Wall Street,” had a hospital, two public schools, a post office, a library, fourteen churches, and 191 businesses, including fifteen groceries, four drug stores, two theaters, four hotels, thirty restaurants, two newspapers, and one gas station. The rampage began in late May after nineteen-year-old Dick Rowland, a Black shoe shiner, entered the Drexel Building to use the only “colored” toilet available downtown. He may have tripped. Seventeen-year-old Sarah Page, the white elevator operator, shrieked, and he ran.

Rowland was not arrested until the next day. The jail was on the top floor of the municipal building. When a mob gathered, the sheriff disabled the elevators, and a minister asked the crowd to disperse. When Black veterans arrived to offer their assistance, the white crowd was incensed. Shots were fired. The sheriff deputized the white mob, and enraged rioters rampaged through Greenwood until 2 A.M. The sheriff moved Rowland out of town. Sarah Page refused to press charges, and Rowland would eventually be exonerated, but the horror had just begun.49

The rampage lasted two more days. White vigilantes looted homes, pillaged businesses, and murdered Black citizens. Planes dropped kerosene bombs. A white National Guard unit strafed the brick Mount Zion Baptist Church with machine guns until it collapsed. The fire department failed to respond as thirty blocks burned, leaving only ashes and 10,000 homeless residents. There was no electricity, gas, or water. Survivors contested the body count, publicly estimated at eighty-five, with reports of three hundred bodies dumped into mass graves or the Arkansas River. Martial law was declared on June 1. A grand jury blamed the Black veterans. There were no prosecutions, no insurance payments, no reparations. The violence was covered by the New York Times, papers in England and India, and the Tulsa Tribune for one day. Neither white nor Black newspapers investigated further. Official records and photographs disappeared. The white community covered up the brutal attack.50

Its 2021 centenary prompted commissions, documentaries, and debates. Oklahoma called it the Tulsa Race Riot; Black citizens called it the Tulsa Massacre. The atrocities in Tulsa were part of a pattern of attacks on successful African American businesses and communities, including in Memphis in 1892; Atlanta in 1906; East Saint Louis, Illinois, and Chester, Pennsylvania, in 1917; and Chicago in 1919. In 1923, a white mob destroyed another Black community; Rosewood, Florida, was never rebuilt.51 Evidence of Black prosperity generated hatred and challenged white supremacy.

Hoping facts would shame the public and stimulate Congress to act, the NAACP published lynching statistics, expanding on Wells-Barnett’s 1892 groundbreaking investigation. Numbers peaked after the Great War and into the 1920s, declined in the 1930s and during World War II, only to rise again in the 1950s. From 1920 to 1938, the NAACP hung a flag outside its New York City headquarters to note every incident: “A Man Was Lynched Today.”

Recently the Equal Justice Institute verified four thousand Black deaths by lynching between 1877 and 1950, still an incomplete count. The NAACP “History of Lynchings” counted 4,743 deaths of 3,446 Black men and women and 1,297 whites between 1882 and 1968. In the West, whites, Latinos, and Asians were killed. In the South, 79% of lynchings killed Blacks, including 581 in Mississippi, 531 in Georgia, and 493 in Texas.52 The means varied, but not the intention: to intimidate, terrorize, and murder.

In 1916, white voters in St. Louis approved an ordinance to segregate the city geographically. To keep them from participating in the election, officials arrested three thousand Black residents.53 Congressman Leonidas Dyer, a white Republican, represented a majority Black district. After race riots in 1917, he introduced a comprehensive anti-lynching bill in 1918, 1920, and 1922, when it passed the House with Harding’s support. He was the first president to condemn lynching. Southerners threatened a filibuster and the Republican Senate majority retreated. Dyer worked closely with Mary Burnett Talbert, chair of the NAACP Anti-Lynching Committee. An Oberlin graduate, Talbert had secretly hosted the 1905 Niagara Movement meeting and was a rare Black Red Cross nurse on the Western Front.54

One month after defeating the anti-lynching bill, the Senate supported a proposal from the United Daughters of the Confederacy to dedicate a monument on the National Mall “to the Faithful Colored Mammies of the South.” The mythical figure of a servant would cradle a white baby. The NAACP was silent, but Black women made themselves heard. Terrell refused to romanticize the symbol. “Colored women all over the United States stand aghast,” given the helpless position of Black women caring for white children, “while her heart bled for her own.” NACW head Hallie Quinn Brown was vehement: “Slave women were brutalized, the victims of white men’s caprice and lust. Often the babe torn from her arms was the child of her oppressor.” If Southern women were grateful, they could “make restitution” by working to “stop mob rule and lynching.”55 Blocking the monument was a demonstration of the moral authority and public engagement of Black women.

Anti-lynching efforts faltered until 1934, when the NAACP helped Democratic Senators Edward Costigan (CO) and Robert Wagner (NY) draft a new bill. It prosecuted sheriffs who did not protect their prisoners. President Roosevelt refused to endorse it because he depended on Southern Democrats in the Senate. In the 1930s, anti-lynching bills passed the House but repeatedly failed in the Senate. The Klan had attained widespread control of politics and law enforcement across the country, with an estimated six million members in forty-eight states. Several states elected Klan members governor and Senator, like Alabama’s Hugo Black, whom Roosevelt named to the Supreme Court in 1937. Engaged in violence against Black Americans, immigrants, Catholics, and Jews, the Klan stood for white supremacy, white Protestantism, and equality between its male and female members.56

Black women had long been outraged by the slander that white women were chaste, while they were assumed to be promiscuous. Bethune called on Southern white women to take responsibility for halting racial violence. Jesse Daniel Ames, a white Atlantan, responded by founding the Association of Southern Women for the Prevention of Lynching in 1930. Ames was a college graduate, a suffragist, the founding president of the Texas LWV, and a delegate to Democratic conventions. Because “only white women could influence other white women,” ASWPL members were white middle-class women. They signed a declaration asserting that the rapes which were “the supposed rationale for lynching,” seldom occurred, and that the true motive was racial hatred:


Lynching is an indefensible crime. Women dare no longer allow themselves to be the cloak behind which those bent on personal revenge and savagery commit acts of violence and lawlessness in the name of women. We repudiate this disgraceful claim for all time.



By 1940, the ASWPL had 109 chapters and four million members, but it did not endorse federal anti-lynching legislation.57

Lynching decreased during the Depression, so the ASWPL merged with the Commission on Interracial Cooperation in 1942. The CIC sought to end lynching, mob violence, and peonage or “debt servitude,” but it did not question segregation. Together, Black and white clubwomen, many of them ministers’ wives, created segregated day nurseries, clinics, and playgrounds. Like their white counterparts, the Black leaders were educated, middle-class, married women, but unlike white women, they were “double crossed” by race and gender.58

After decades of Republican allegiance, Black voters questioned their party loyalty. To sustain support for the party of Lincoln, in 1924 the Republican National Committee recruited Hallie Brown, a Republican state committee member in Delaware, to direct its Colored Women’s Division. An educator and a magnetic “elocutionist,” she had performed for Queen Victoria. As NACW president from 1920 to 1924, she and Mary Talbert launched an effort to preserve Frederick Douglass’s home in Washington. She established a network of Black women’s Republican clubs, spoke at the 1924 Republican convention, directed Colored Women’s Activities for Coolidge, and supported Hoover. In return, President Hoover hosted a segregated inaugural ball.59 Not to be outdone, in 1924 the Democrats named Alice Dunbar Nelson, a creole poet and essayist, to be Director of Colored Women. As a suffragist, Dunbar argued that voting would not interfere with the duties of wives and mothers any more than church activities did.60 Black women were expanding their local and national networks.

THE EQUAL RIGHTS AMENDMENT

When it was proposed by Alice Paul, very few white or Black social justice activists supported the Equal Rights Amendment. It embodied many of the fissures in the women’s movement that broke along class and racial lines. After the Nineteenth Amendment passed, Paul enrolled in the Washington College of Law, eventually earning three degrees. The law school, founded by women in 1896, was the first to have a woman dean and to graduate a class of all women. Like Stanton, Paul did not believe voting rights were equivalent to equality.


It is incredible to me that any woman should consider the fight for full equality won. It is just beginning. There is hardly a field, economic or political, in which the natural and accustomed policy is not to ignore women…. Unless women are prepared to fight politically, they must be content to be ignored politically.61



With an inner circle of advisors and millionaire benefactor Alva Belmont, Paul explored ways to remove laws discriminating against women with some form of blanket legislation. In February 1921, before Sheppard–Towner had been reintroduced, Paul invited fifty women’s organizations to the National Woman’s Party’s national convention.62

The event began with a celebration of the founding mothers. Paul wanted to install a statue of Stanton, Anthony, and Mott in the Capitol. In the 1880s, Adelaide Johnson modeled individual busts of the Great Three for an exhibit at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair. Paul commissioned a new work. In Italy, Johnson chiseled the trio from a single piece of marble. The 14,000-pound monument traveled by sled, railroad car, ocean liner, and dray to the Capitol steps, where it remained in a crate while the Joint Congressional Library Committee decided its fate. After negotiating with Paul, the gentlemen agreed that the sculpture could be installed in the Rotunda, for twenty-four hours.63

On February 15, 1921, the 101st anniversary of Anthony’s birthday, a parade of “banner-waving, wreath-bearing representatives” of seventy women’s organizations celebrated the passage of the Anthony Amendment at the monument’s unveiling. Among them was Hallie Brown, representing NACW. Neither Catt nor the League of Women Voters participated.64 Edna St. Vincent Millay read her poem “To Inez Milholland,” honoring the woman who had led the 1913 suffrage parade on horseback. In 1916, at age thirty, she died of pernicious anemia, exhausted from campaigning against Wilson. The next day the statue was moved to the Capitol Crypt, where it remained for seventy-five years.65 In 1923, Millay won the Pulitzer Prize for poetry and married Milholland’s widower.

At the NWP convention, invited organizations presented their legislative priorities. Among them were initiatives for factory workers, immigrants, disarmament, divorce reform, children, and Black women. Crystal Eastman, who had been allied with Paul since 1913, reported that lynching was briefly discussed, but “all doubtful subjects, like birth control and the rights of Negro women, were hushed up, ruled out of order or postponed.” Terrell and a delegation of sixty Black women from fourteen states demanded action to protect Black women attempting to register and vote. They asked Paul to endorse NACW’s request for a congressional investigation into the disenfranchisement of Black women in the South. Paul dismissed it as a race issue, not a women’s issue. Nor did she object when the convention venue refused to let Black women use the elevator.66 Kelley believed the NWP had “welshed on the Negro question.” Eastman damned Paul in an article in the Liberator and Freda Kirchwey, editor of The Nation, reported that “Miss Paul was indifferent” to the appeals of Black delegates. Nor was the LWV willing to address Black disenfranchisement.67

Ignoring every other issue, Paul declared that the NWP would have a single plank platform: ratification of an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA). Her first challenge was its wording. Earlier in 1921, Wisconsin passed a bill to grant women the same rights and privileges as men, exempting “the specific protection and privileges which they now enjoy for the general welfare.”68 Paul wanted no exceptions, even if the proposed amendment would endanger or eliminate provisions protecting women factory workers. She thought those protections should apply to both sexes, which had been the goal of reformers like Kelley before conservative courts struck them down.

The first breakthrough in securing protective labor legislation came in 1908, when the Supreme Court decided Muller v. Oregon. Oregon had passed the nation’s first maximum ten-hour day law for women. Emma Gotcher, an employee in a Portland shirtwaist laundry, sued its owner, Curt Muller, for forcing her to work longer hours. Muller argued that the law violated the due process clause and infringed on his right to make a contract. After the Oregon Supreme Court upheld the law, Muller appealed to the Supreme Court. Kelley persuaded Boston lawyer Louis Brandeis to represent Oregon. Known as the “Robin Hood of the Law,” he took the case pro bono.

Brandeis prepared two pages of legal arguments and 111 pages of expert evidence from physicians and investigators about the impact of working long hours on women’s health, especially on their capacity to have children. The Court accepted the scientific evidence and ruled unanimously to uphold Oregon’s law. Muller did not abrogate Lochner v. New York (1905), which refused to limit the hours of male and female bakers to sixty per week. Rather, it established the constitutionality of protective legislation for women. A woman was in “a class by herself” because “she is not an equal competitor with her brother.” Women deserved protection of their “maternal functions.”69

Was protection progress? By 1923, thirty-nine states limited women’s hours, seventeen secured their minimum wages, and forty provided pensions for mothers and widows.70 Limiting their hours made women ineligible for many jobs and for union membership. Rules protecting women from night work resulted in them being fired from jobs like streetcar conductor. Protection may have rescued women from harsh conditions in factories and mines, but it drove them into lower paying, sex-segregated occupations.

In 1923, the District of Columbia adopted a minimum wage law for women. Because her employer could not afford the new wage, hotel elevator operator Willie Lyons was fired. When a man not covered by the statute replaced her, she joined women working at a local hospital to contest the law. They sued Jesse Adkins, a member of the District Minimum Wage Board, for cutting their earnings. In Adkins v. Children’s Hospital of D.C., the Supreme Court held that minimum wage laws were an unconstitutional infringement on women’s right to contract under the Fifth Amendment. Harvard law professor Felix Frankfurter defended the statute; Kelley and Paul entered opposing amicus briefs.71

Distinguishing between wages and hours, Adkins did not overturn Muller. The Court held that physical differences between the sexes could justify different hours but not different wages.


[The] ancient inequality of the sexes, other than physical, as suggested in the Muller case, has continued with diminishing intensity. In view of the great—not to say revolutionary—changes which have taken place since that utterance, in the contractual, political and civil status of women, culminating in the Nineteenth Amendment, it is not unreasonable to say that these differences now come almost, if not quite, to the vanishing point.



Writing for the majority, Justice George Sutherland asserted that woman suffrage nullified the need for protective legislation. Sutherland had been an ardent champion of suffrage when he served in the House and Senate (R-UT). The Adkins decision was 5–3. Justice Brandeis recused himself because his daughter worked for the Wage Board. (After he was nominated as the first Jewish justice, in 1916, the Senate convened the first ever confirmation hearings; without him present, his record was examined for four months.) Chief Justice William Howard Taft and Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote dissents, claiming that limiting “conditions leading to ill health, immorality or the deterioration of the race” was not unreasonable.72 In 1925, Susan Brandeis became the first daughter of a justice to argue before the Court. The first Black woman admitted to the Supreme Court Bar was Violette Anderson, in 1926.73

Paul, whose slogan was “Equality Not Protection,” endorsed political sameness. Convinced that sex-based laws inhibited women’s advancement, Paul settled on her final wording for an Equal Rights Amendment: “No political, civil or legal disabilities or inequalities on account of sex or on account of marriage, unless applying equally to both sexes, shall exist within the United States or any territory subject to its jurisdiction thereof.”74 Social justice activists and labor leaders believed that a blanket amendment would damage working women. Kelley damned the proposed amendment as “miserable, monstrously stupid and deadly.” She questioned how it would affect child support, illegitimacy, pensions, prenatal care, and penalties for rape or desertion.75 Over the next fifty years, as protection became an impediment to equal treatment, Paul proved prescient.

Dismissing every objection, Paul alienated almost everybody. In July 1923, she introduced the pared-down Lucretia Mott Amendment in Seneca Falls: “Men and women shall have equal rights throughout the United States and every place subject to its jurisdiction.” Paul again relied on a one-party legislative strategy. That December, two Kansas Republicans introduced the amendment. Representative Daniel Anthony was Susan’s nephew. Senator Charles Curtis was the first politician with Indigenous roots elected to the Senate. The majority leader after 1924 and elected with Hoover in 1928, he was the first vice president of color. The ERA was reintroduced in every subsequent Congress, with occasional committee votes after 1938, but no floor vote until 1946.76

The amendment created yet another schism in the women’s movement. For fifty years, organized labor and the League of Women Voters testified against it. The NWP endorsed Herbert Hoover in 1928 and 1932, annoying Democrats, the only time a feminist organization backed a major party candidate before 1984. Paul’s disregard for working women isolated her from social justice activists. She excluded Black women from NWP membership and advocated rights that would primarily benefit privileged white women. Eastman, who wanted Paul to support birth control and “equal domesticity” between spouses, stuck with her, asserting optimistically, “This is a fight worth fighting, even if it [takes] ten years.”77 Although the BPW, made up of white office workers and accountants, endorsed the ERA in 1929, the NWP lost members, resources, and effectiveness. The Party was always reluctant to publish its membership, which peaked at six thousand in 1920. Paul claimed she preferred working with an elite group. As historian Nancy Cott concluded, Paul claimed to “stand for and speak for all women [but] the NWP would stand for and speak for fewer and fewer.”78

WOMEN IN POLITICS

The small cohort of women who voted was too diverse to be a cohesive bloc. Women who had opposed suffrage fought the Joint Congressional Committee’s agenda. Nor did women make gains as candidates. Parties did not nominate women for seats that could be won. Five women ran for Senate in 1920, two on the Farm-Labor ticket, three as Prohibitionists. Two ran against each other. None won.79 Seven women ran for Congress; one won. The Harding landslide swept Alice Robertson, age sixty-six, into the House. The Muskogee dairy farmer and cafeteria worker was president of the Oklahoma Anti-Suffrage Association. She supported Indigenous rights and lynching and opposed Sheppard–Towner and the Veterans’ Bonus Bill. “I came to Congress to represent my district,” Robertson declared, “not women.” She retired after one term.80

Two women won special elections in 1922. Winnifred Sprague Huck (R-IL), the first wife and mother elected to Congress, replaced her father and served for fourteen weeks.81 Mae Nolan (R-CA) was the first widow to succeed her husband, “because no one knows better than I do his legislative agenda.” She served the remainder of his term and one of her own. Nolan supported minimum wages and the Child Labor Amendment. She refused to sit on the committee considering the ERA.82 Ten women were nominated in 1924: four Democrats in GOP districts, one Republican in the South, four socialists, and a prohibitionist.83 Only one won.

Mary Norton was the first Democratic and the first Catholic congresswoman. A working class high school graduate, whose only child died in infancy, “Battling Mary” worked with the Day Nursery Association in New Jersey. She demanded that Jersey City Democratic boss Frank Hague fund nursery schools; he made her his protégé. Elected to Congress in 1924, she declined being nominated for vice president in 1932, introduced the amendment to repeal prohibition, and, as chair of the Labor Committee, secured passage of the 1938 Fair Labor Standards Act. Norton served twenty-four years, until 1950.84

In total, eleven white women served in the House of Representatives in the 1920s, eight Republicans and three Democrats. Most of them came into politics through family ties, as most women would until 2001. Four were widows and two were daughters of politicians; one was both. Five women served only one term, including Robertson and Republican Ruth Hanna McCormick, the daughter and widow of Senators, who left the House in 1930 to run for Senate from Illinois. Mollie Terrell moved to Chicago to campaign for McCormick. Using her daughter’s residence, Terrell registered and voted for the first and only time.


I have worked for suffrage all my life and the first vote I shall be able to cast will be for the first woman who has had the courage to run for the United States Senate. That certainly gives me a kick.85



McCormick came in first in a primary field of eight, but lost the general election. Three other women served just two terms in Congress, leaving three members with careers long enough to accrue some clout, including Norton.86

Republican Congresswoman Florence Kahn, from San Francisco, the first Jewish woman to serve, was elected in 1925 to fill the vacancy left by her husband. She refused an assignment to the Indian Affairs Committee (“The only Indians in my district are in front of cigar stores”), serving instead on the Military Affairs Committee. She argued for preparedness, honored Gold Star Mothers, and expanded the authority of the FBI. Kahn was the first woman to serve on the powerful Appropriations Committee. After six terms, she lost to a New Deal Democrat in 1936.87

Edith Nourse Rogers (R-MA) had been a Red Cross nurse during the Great War and worked with wounded veterans, earning the title “the Angel of Walter Reed.” Succeeding her husband in a special election in 1925, Rogers polled more votes than he ever had. She served eighteen terms, the longest incumbency of any woman until Congresswoman Marcy Kaptur (D-OH), elected in 1982, surpassed Rogers’ thirty-six-year tenure. She secured appropriations for veterans’ hospitals, supported the GI Bill, created women’s branches in the armed services, and advanced to chair the Veterans Affairs Committee in 1947. Her bipartisanship prompted Democratic House Speaker John McCormick, another member of the Massachusetts delegation, to protect her Republican seat from redistricting.88

Only one woman entered the Senate in the 1920s, holding office for one day, November 21, 1922, long enough for one vote and a photograph. Democrat Rebecca Latimer Felton was the most prominent woman in Georgia, an antisemitic white supremacist who supported lynching and white-only suffrage. Born in 1835, the first woman senator was the oldest freshman to enter the Senate and the last member of Congress to have enslaved people. Newspapers described her as “dainty” and “poised.” When Georgia’s junior senator died, the governor appointed Felton. The appointment was symbolic because the Senate was not in session and Georgia elected a replacement.

Women pressured President Harding to call a special session. Besieged by letters, Harding demurred, until he needed to pass a ship subsidy bill. Senator Felton persuaded her successor to allow her to be sworn in, then answered the roll call to cheers from women packing the gallery and gave her only speech. She thanked her colleagues for their “chivalric” welcome and continued: “When the women of the country come and sit with you, though there may be few in the next few years, I pledge that you will get ability… integrity of purpose… exalted patriotism and… unstinted usefulness.” The last item of business before adjournment was a resolution directing the Senate to pay Felton her $287.67 salary plus $280 for travel expenses.89

Even losing candidates were agents of change. Simply by running for office, women “re-gendered the landscape for both men and women.”90 The first two women governors succeeded their husbands. In another female first for Wyoming, Democrat Nellie Tayloe Ross won a special election in 1925, defeating the lieutenant governor. She narrowly lost her reelection bid because she supported prohibition and refused to campaign.91 Miriam “Ma” Ferguson (D-TX) served one term, 1925–27, following her husband’s impeachment and conviction, and a less controversial term, 1933–35. She assured voters she would follow her husband’s advice and that Texas would get “two governors for the price of one.” She supported a law forbidding Klan members to wear masks, which was overturned.92 No other woman was elected governor until Lurleen Wallace (D-AL) filled in for her husband in 1967. In the 1920s, women won statewide races to be school superintendent, treasurer, auditor, and railroad commissioner. Many small towns and ten cities had women mayors. The largest, Seattle, elected Bertha Landes in 1928. Then as now, women won most often at the lowest levels of office.93

THE ROARING TWENTIES

Harding won because he promised a return to “normalcy” after a European war, a global pandemic, labor strikes, a Red Scare, and raging racial violence. What Americans got was the Roaring Twenties. The Jazz Age, a term coined by F. Scott Fitzgerald, described not only the rhythms of the era but also an attitude of improvisation. Rooted in African American culture, jazz and the blues were the downbeat of the Harlem Renaissance. There was a vibrant cacophony of white and Black creativity, including works by novelists Willa Cather, Jessie Fauset, Zora Neale Hurston, and Edith Wharton; by sculptors Augusta Savage and Meta Fuller; by abstract artist Georgia O’Keeffe and modern dancer Martha Graham.

Suffrage was not the only amendment added to the Constitution in 1920. The Eighteenth Amendment prohibited “the manufacture, transportation and sale of intoxicating beverages.” It did not forbid drinking. The first amendment to have a seven-year ratification deadline, it passed in thirteen months, taking effect in January 1920. Supporters claimed that less drinking would result in less poverty, less crime, less immorality, less wife beating, fewer industrial accidents, and happier families. It would also clamp down on the boisterous drinking culture associated with immigrants, the urban working class, and Democratic machine politics. Originally a woman’s issue, prohibition was appropriated by a coalition of “Drys”: white progressives, Protestants, nativists, and racists. “Wets” also included progressives plus Catholics and city-dwellers. Prohibition was popular in the South and in small towns. Cities saw a surge of bootlegging and organized crime. In the 1920s, New York City had 32,000 mixed-sex, mixed-race speakeasies. Cocktail parties served new concoctions like Bloody Marys, sidecars, and Bee’s Knees.94

Enforcement of prohibition was in the hands of Mabel Walker Willebrandt, the Assistant Attorney General, the highest-ranking woman in the federal government, appointed by Harding. She succeeded Wilson’s appointee, Annette Abbott Adams, the first woman to hold the post. A divorcée, Willebrandt had been a Los Angeles public defender, advocating for fallen women and beaten wives. Over eight years under three presidents, she argued nearly eighty cases before the Supreme Court, recommended J. Edgar Hoover to lead the FBI, and charged mobsters with tax evasion. She claimed that government corruption and incompetence made enforcement of prohibition impossible. Ironically, without the tax revenue from alcohol sales, it was also unaffordable. When President Hoover did not name her Attorney General, she resigned. At age forty, she created a new career as an aviation and entertainment lawyer. When she died, noted lawyers declared, “If Mabel had worn trousers, she could have been President.” Her nemesis was another Republican, Pauline Sabin. The New York socialite and political operative organized the repeal movement. In 1933, the Twenty-third Amendment ended prohibition and the White House resumed receiving beer deliveries.95

Prohibition fueled an inebriating mix of speakeasies, flappers, and Model-T Fords. One in three Americans owned a car, providing a sense of freedom and a place to indulge in backseat sex. Art deco influenced the design of skyscrapers, safety razors, wristwatches, and vacuum cleaners. Radio fostered a common culture and talking movies created celebrities. Aviators and baseball players replaced cowboys as symbols of masculinity. Flappers represented the changes in manners and morals of Cole Porter’s lyric, “Anything Goes.” With short hair and short skirts, these flat-chested, slim-hipped tomboys copied masculine behavior, drinking, smoking, dancing, and “makin’ whoopee.” In a 1927 romantic comedy, Clara Bow embodied the flapper’s insouciance, becoming America’s “It Girl.” A year later, the boyish aviator Amelia Earhart became America’s sweetheart, whereas Bessie Coleman, the first American woman to earn an international pilot’s license, was refused admission to US aviation schools because she was African American.96

The iconic American flapper was Josephine Baker, a Black expatriate. Born Freda Josephine McDonald in St. Louis in 1906, she left after her home was burned in the 1917 race riots. In 1926, at age twenty, she appeared at the Folies Bergère in Paris, wearing only a skirt made of cloth bananas. Subverting stereotypes with humor, Baker danced the Charleston, the Black Bottom, and the Lindy Hop, named for Charles Lindbergh. Known as the Black Venus, she was the first international superstar, the world’s highest paid entertainer, and the first Black woman to star in a major motion picture. Later she would join the French Resistance, earn the Croix de Guerre, and support the civil rights movement in the United States.97 Even if only a fragment of the female population enjoyed such independence, the image of flappers may have advanced women’s status more than voting rights.

In 1920, the US population passed 100 million. For the first time, more Americans lived in cities than on farms. The contrast between urban and rural life was stark. Nine out of ten farms were without electricity, which meant no running water, flush toilets, light bulbs, refrigerators, washing machines, or appliances like irons.98 Rural women could not plug in or afford a KitchenAid electric mixer, introduced in 1922. To advise home bakers, General Mills also introduced the fictional Betty Crocker. Although her image did not appear until 1936, Betty starred in one of the most successful advertising campaigns in American history.99

Miss America, another symbol of idealized womanhood, also made her debut in 1921. To extend its tourist season, Atlantic City sponsored a “Golden Mermaid” competition. Local newspapers nominated nine contestants. Margaret Gorman was named “the most beautiful bathing girl in America.” Despite a city law against women baring their knees, contestants were required to wear bathing suits. When she returned in 1922 to defend her title, the petite sixteen-year-old high school student was crowned “Miss America,” the second-place title. The pageant grew in scope, adding a talent competition in 1938 and offering college scholarships instead of Hollywood contracts in 1944. The first went to Bess Myerson, the first and only Jewish Miss America. There were no Black contestants. After 1935, racial exclusion was formalized in Rule Seven: “Contestants must be of good health and of the white race.”100 Other girls in bathing suits also made news. In 1920, Aileen Riggin Soule, fourteen, won the first Olympic gold medal in three-meter diving. In 1926, New Yorker Gertrude Ederle, twenty, swam the English Channel. She wore a pair of aviator goggles sealed with candle wax. Her dad, a butcher, had promised her a red roadster if she succeeded.101

EMPLOYMENT AND EDUCATION

It was a decade of uneven opportunities for women. There were higher rates of college attendance, expanded employment opportunities, and more sexual freedom, but white women could serve on juries only in California, Colorado, Idaho, and Utah. Women were 44% of college students, though that number comprised less than 10% of all women ages eighteen to twenty-one. At historically Black colleges, women were in the majority. Three-fourths of Black and white female graduates got jobs as teachers, nurses, librarians, and social workers. One-third of doctorates went to women but only 4% of full professors were women.102 Women were not admitted to the American Medical Association until 1915; African American doctors were barred until the late 1960s. Few hospitals accepted female residents. The percentage of women doctors fell further after medical schools imposed a 5% quota from 1925 to 1945.103

In 1924, Vassar College created an interdisciplinary course on the care of families. Other colleges offered home economics, not as a science but to prepare women for marriage and motherhood. The field was developed by chemist Ellen Swallow Richards at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. She was MIT’s first female graduate in 1873, and still its only one at the time of her death in 1911. Early in her career, Richards published The Chemistry of Cooking and Cleaning: A Manual for Housekeeping (1885) and analyzed sewer systems for the Massachusetts Board of Health. Her research convinced progressives to lobby for Pure Food and Drug laws.104

The marriage rate in 1920 was 92.3%, its historic high. Only one in seven marriages ended in divorce. Reformers addressed the age of consent, at which it was legal to marry or have sexual relations with young girls. In 1900, Delaware raised it from seven to ten years old, which was the standard in Georgia, Mississippi, and New York. In the 1920s, the age of consent rose to sixteen or eighteen in most states and fourteen in Georgia.105 Most women stopped working when they married, but in low-income families, 25% of married women worked. Five times more Black women than white women worked outside their homes, primarily as servants and laundresses. The percentage of white married women in the workforce increased to 12%, including those with children. Some employers required a woman to have her husband’s permission to work.106 Working as domestic servants, farm laborers, teachers, typists, and clerks, women were a small percentage of the labor force in 1920. Jobs were segregated by race and ethnicity, with Black women getting the worst and lowest paid jobs. By 1930, more white women worked in the service sector than in domestic service. Only white women were hired to be telephone operators and sales clerks. As women became the majority of a field like “girl Fridays,” wages dropped.107

Excitement about change and fear of change permeated the 1920s. Fear of science put fundamentalism on trial in Dayton, Tennessee, in July 1925, when high school teacher John Scopes was found guilty of teaching human evolution. The verdict was overthrown on a technicality, but publicity about the trial contributed to the decade’s characterization of rural Americans as bumpkins and boobs. Fear of racial mixing contributed to huge growth in Klan membership, demonstrated by a thirty thousand-member march in Washington, DC, in August 1925. Fear of foreigners and Bolshevism was an element in the passage of the Johnson-Reed Immigration Act of 1924 and the execution of accused anarchists Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti in 1927.108 Despite rejecting the Versailles Treaty, it was hard to isolate the country from change.

BIRTH CONTROL

Sexual mores changed dramatically in the 1920s and represented a new kind of independence for women. Less chaperoned, young people had more opportunities to have sex. Birth control, a phrase coined by Margaret Sanger in 1913, remained contentious. Her campaign to provide contraceptive information and devices for women slowly gained legitimacy. Sanger was the sixth surviving child of Irish Catholic immigrants in Corning, New York. In thirty years of marriage, her mother had eighteen pregnancies, eleven live births, and seven miscarriages before dying at forty-nine. Sanger trained as a nurse, married an architect, and had three children. Working as a public health nurse in New York City, she treated tenement women so desperate to limit pregnancies that they attempted self-abortions with coat hangers and knitting needles. Sanger believed adequate, accessible contraception would negate the need for abortion or infanticide. From the beginning, birth control and abortion were linked.109

“Voluntary motherhood,” or refusing a husband’s conjugal rights, was not realistic. Some women knew about douches and vinegar sponge suppositories, but widespread education about limiting conception was nonexistent. The Comstock Law, passed in 1873, outlawed distribution of any materials deemed “obscene, lewd or lascivious” through the US mail. The ban included information about contraception, abortion, venereal disease, even anatomy books. It was named for Anthony Comstock, a devout Christian appalled by prostitution and pornography. He founded the Society for the Suppression of Vice and served as a special agent for the Postal Service. Comstock died in 1915, but the federal government’s interest in anti-obscenity laws continued.110

To educate women about contraception, Sanger wrote a newsletter, The Woman Rebel. Postal authorities suppressed five of seven issues. When she published Family Limitation in 1914, she was indicted under the Comstock Law. Rather than face a five-year sentence, Sanger fled to Europe. Estranged from her husband and damned for deserting her children, Sanger returned in 1915 to face the felony charge. While she awaited trial, her only daughter, age five, died of pneumonia. After several postponements, the government dropped its case. As the US Attorney for New York explained, he refused to make Margaret Sanger a martyr.111

Undeterred, Sanger and her sister Ethel Byrne opened the first birth control clinic in the United States, in Brooklyn, in October 1916. They advertised their services in English, Yiddish, and Italian.


Mothers, Can you afford to have a large family?

Do you want any more children?

If not, why do you have them?

Do not kill, do not take life but prevent [it].112



Nine days later, they were arrested for running a public nuisance. Found guilty, they were sentenced to thirty days in jail. After going on a hunger strike, Byrne became the first woman in America to be force-fed. She was released after ten days. Sanger served her sentence while contesting the verdict. The court refused her appeal, ruling that existing law allowed only doctors to prescribe birth control. The verdict suggested a new strategy.

To legitimize birth control, Sanger allied with the male medical community. In 1921, she founded the American Birth Control League (ABCL) and served as its president until 1928. Her 1922 book, The Pivot of Civilization, summarized her beliefs:


… children should be (1) conceived in love; (2) born of the mother’s conscious desire; and (3) only begotten under conditions which render possible the heritage of health. Therefore we hold that every woman must possess the power and freedom to prevent conception except when these conditions can be satisfied.113



With funding from the Rockefeller Foundation, Sanger established the first legal birth control clinic in New York City in 1923. Because it required supervision by a licensed physician, Sanger sought out women doctors as well as nurses and social workers.

In 1925, she hired Dr. Hannah Mayer Stone. With dual degrees in medicine and pharmacology, Stone served for sixteen years without pay and at great cost. After Stone was photographed being led to a paddy wagon following a wrongful raid on her clinic, the New York Medical Society tabled her application and she lost privileges at a maternity hospital. Stone may have been blackballed for being Jewish and female. A significant cohort of Jewish doctors staffed birth control clinics across the country.114 Working with the Julius Rosenwald Fund, the Urban League, and the Reverend Adam Clayton Powell Sr., Sanger opened a clinic in Harlem in 1929, with a Black advisory board and staff.

Sanger resigned from the ABCL in 1928 but continued her research. When efforts to overturn restrictions on birth control failed, Sanger challenged the Tariff Act of 1930, which allowed the seizure of imported contraceptive devices. She asked Dr. Stone to order Japanese diaphragms for use in her private practice. The government confiscated the box and Stone sued. In United States v. One Package of Japanese Pessaries (1936), the US Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit held that physicians were exempt from such restrictions.115

Alarm about increasing rates of premarital sex, venereal disease, and divorce slowly made birth control more acceptable. It was eventually endorsed by the American Medical Association, added to medical school curricula, and encouraged by some Protestant churches, which argued that sex for reasons other than procreation would increase marital harmony. The Catholic Church remained opposed. “Birth control,” intoned Boston’s Cardinal William Henry O’Connell, is “a direct threat… towards increasing impurity and unchastity not only in our married life but… among our unmarried people.”116

Sanger’s charisma and causes made her a controversial celebrity. She moved to Tucson in 1938, lectured widely, and searched for better methods of birth control. Her second husband manufactured the first legal diaphragms in the United States. In 1942, the American Birth Control League changed its name to Planned Parenthood Federation of America, partly to separate itself from its founder. Sanger’s association with eugenics in the 1920s made her a lightning rod. “More children from the fit, less from the unfit—that is the chief issue of birth control,” Sanger proclaimed in 1919. She used “unfit” in reference to the mentally ill, a common expression then but abhorrent now.117

Eugenics was a “pseudoscience, promulgated in the early twentieth century, to improve human genetics.” It was used to justify the forced sterilization of 64,000 Americans between 1907 and 1979 based on race, class, and perceived “feeblemindedness.” Despite its inherent racism and immorality, many prominent Americans flirted with the idea, including Theodore Roosevelt, Booker T. Washington, and W. E. B. Du Bois. In 1924, Virginia passed a law authorizing compulsory sterilization of the intellectually disabled. Soon after, superintendents of the Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and the Feebleminded ordered the sterilization of Carrie Buck. The white seventeen-year-old had been raped by a relative, accused of promiscuity and feeblemindedness, and committed. Her mother had previously been institutionalized for prostitution and immorality. To create a test case, the institution hired a lawyer to sue on her behalf.

The case, Buck v. Bell, reached the Supreme Court on appeal. Writing for the 8–1 majority, Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes affirmed that Virginia had a compelling interest in curtailing Buck’s ability to have children to prevent the nation from “being swamped with incompetence… Three generations of imbeciles is enough.” The dissenting vote was cast by Justice Pierce Butler, the only Catholic on the Court. The ideal of a pure white race was a motivating factor. The Buck decision has been discredited but not overturned.118 The 1990 Americans with Disabilities Act now protects both physically and intellectually disabled people. Some of those protections have been deemed restrictive by disabled activists.

It was not a leap for eugenicists to go from singling out the mentally disabled to discriminating against immigrants, African Americans, Jews, and the poor. Nazis used eugenics to rationalize the Holocaust. The sterilization of Black women who were not in institutions became so common in the South that it was called a “Mississippi appendectomy.” Sanger tried to distinguish between birth control and eugenics, emphasizing that contraception was voluntary, but the link between eugenics and fascism damned her. Biographers cite her support from W. E. B. Du Bois and Mary McLeod Bethune, but acknowledge the stain of eugenics on her reputation. In 2015, the National Portrait Gallery refused a demand by Senator Ted Cruz (R-TX) to remove her bust because of Planned Parenthood’s advocacy of abortion. In the historical reassessments of 2020, Planned Parenthood disavowed Sanger on account of eugenics, removing her name from an award and a New York City clinic.119

THE CRASH

There was no incumbent in the 1928 presidential race. Republican Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover ran against New York Democratic Governor Al Smith, a Catholic “wet.” Women voted for “Hoover, Home and Happiness” and against “Rum and Romanism.” He won 58% of the vote and carried forty states. While scientific polling did not exist, straw polls recorded a gender gap in turnout. For the first time, women voted at a higher rate than men. Smith won Southern and Catholic voters but lost New York, where Franklin Roosevelt won the governorship, one of few Democratic victories.120 His wife Eleanor, by then the best known and most powerful Democratic woman in the country, became an unconventional First Lady in Albany. Unwilling to give up her public roles, she continued to organize, lobby, write, and teach at the Todhunter School, a K-12 girls’ school she had purchased in 1927, in New York City. She served as associate principal and taught American history and current events. In 1939, Todhunter merged with the Dalton School.

The country’s seemingly buoyant prosperity masked an economy out of balance. An orgy of speculation prompted an overheated stock market to crash in October 1929.121 A decade of flash and dazzle collapsed into financial disaster. Similarly, as the end of the decade approached, journalists concluded that “the Nineteenth Amendment promised almost everything and accomplished almost nothing.”122 The Depression would reverse the few gains women had made, contributing to a sense of defeat. In a Republican decade, reform had failed. White women were occasional voters, while Black women were eager to vote but disenfranchised. Writing in Redbook, Eleanor Roosevelt assessed the situation: “Women have been voting for ten years. But have they achieved political equity with men? No. Politically, as a sex, women are generally ‘frozen out’… The machinery of the party has always been in the hands of men and still is.”123

Terrell and Roosevelt encouraged women to engage in politics, but gains were few. New Mexico elected Hispanic Soledad Chávez de Chacón, a Democrat, secretary of state in 1923. In 1925, Republican Cora Reynolds Anderson, an Ojibwa from the Upper Peninsula, won a seat in the Michigan house.124 These small steps demonstrated historian Jo Freeman’s thesis in A Room at a Time: How Women Entered Party Politics: “The myth that feminism failed after 1920 because feminists did not organize women into a major political force obscured what was really going on.” She points to the women behind the scenes who were infiltrating party headquarters and back rooms, positioning themselves to exert influence. “Women went into politics the same way they got suffrage, slowly and persistently, with great effort, against much resistance.”125 Only Klanswomen were marching in the streets. Women who had struggled to secure suffrage contributed to the velocity of social change, but they had not yet accrued political or personal power.126
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