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The history of woman’s suffrage in America begins with an eighteenth-century businesswoman, Margaret Brent.  Brent, a Catholic immigrant to the colony of Maryland, was a property owner and the executrix and attorney of the estate of Maryland Governor Leonard Calvert.  In 1648, Brent demanded the right to two votes in the Maryland General Assembly.  The first vote she claimed for herself, the second as the legal representative of the extensive Calvert estate.  At the time, the colony faced political uncertainty caused by financial problems and a considerable amount of religious strife, and the General Assembly denied her claim to both votes.  Brent protested her exclusion and the subsequent proceedings of the Assembly, and she soon moved and settled permanently in Virginia.  

Although Brent’s original bid for voting rights failed, women voted in several eighteenth-century colonial elections.  The available evidence suggests that all of these women were widowed property owners.  After 1776, a larger but still comparatively small number of women voted more regularly in New Jersey elections until 1807, when the state amended its constitution to expressly prohibit woman’s suffrage.  Thereafter and with few exceptions until 1869, American women were barred from voting in all federal, state and local elections.  One noteworthy local exception to this exclusionary past was Kentucky’s 1838 grant permitting voting privileges in school board elections to all propertied widows with school-age children.

Efforts to gain the right to vote for American women advanced in 1848 with the calling of a convention to meet in Senaca Falls, NY to discuss the “social, civil and religious rights of women.”  Organized by Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott and others, and inspired by the abolitionist movement and the ideals of Quakerism and the Declaration of Independence, more than three hundred women and men attended.  The Senaca Falls Convention included numerous speeches and Stanton and Mott’s famous “Declaration of Sentiments,” which proclaimed “that all men and women are created equal.”  Participants also resolved “it is the duty of the women of this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.”  Similar conventions were held in the 1850s, promoting greater public awareness and a network of suffrage advocates and supporters.  Still women’s suffragists had limited political success before the outbreak of the American Civil War.  In fact, only Michigan in 1855 and Kansas in 1861 extended school board election voting rights to women, and the Kansas Supreme Court voided the latter right in 1875.  

The end of the War and the concomitant need for fundamental changes in the United States and many state constitutions created opportunities for many types of social, economic and political change. Women suffragists lobbied Members of Congress, state legislators, Republican Party leaders and abolitionist groups with the hope of garnering support for their cause.  Despite these efforts, neither Congress nor the others advocated extending voting rights to women in any of the Reconstruction Amendments proposed and subsequently added to the U.S. Constitution.  Indeed, the Fourteenth Amendment (1868) explicitly recognizes the power of states to deny the right to vote to “male inhabitants,” a gender-specific description of voting rights not found in the original Constitution that must have discouraged woman suffragists and intensified their subsequent lobbying efforts in Congress.  Interestingly, the Fifteenth Amendment (1870) employed gender neutral language, barring state denial or abridgment of “the right of citizens of the United States to vote” based upon race, color or previous condition of servitude—thus, leaving open the possibility for future state extensions of the right to vote to women. 

Failure to achieve support in Congress for a constitutional right to vote divided woman’s suffrage activists for the next twenty years.  In 1869, Elizabeth Stanton, Susan B. Anthony and others established the National Woman's Suffrage Association (NWSA).  Unsatisfied with the results of their initial lobbying efforts, Stanton, Anthony and the NWSA withheld support for the ratification of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, thereby severing themselves from other suffragists as well as many of their former abolitionist and Republican allies.  Under the leadership of Stanton and Anthony, the NWSA continued to work for a national constitutional amendment, focusing most of the energies and talents of the organization upon lobbying the United States Congress.  These organizational investments, however, yielded both mixed and modest results.  For example, between 1869 and 1888 Members of Congress submitted eighteen constitutional amendments designed to extend voting rights to women, yet most of these proposals received little consideration and none won legislative approval in either the House or the Senate.  

Outside of Congress, the NWSA experimented with other tactics, including a reform strategy involving civil disobedience and the federal judiciary.  In 1872, Anthony and others succeeded in their efforts to be arrested for attempting to vote in state elections.  Their trials attracted a considerable amount of attention to the suffrage movement and, in one case, a U.S. Supreme Court decision, Minor v. Hapersett (1875).  In Minor, however, the Court decisively rejected the claim that the term “citizens” in the Fourteenth Amendment granted the right to vote to women.  The Court’s decision was another setback for the NWSA, and it also signaled the Court’s subsequent and similarly narrow reading of the individual rights protected by the Fifteenth Amendment. 

Suffrage advocates not aligned with the NWSA pursued their reform agenda within other organizations, including the American Woman's Suffrage Association (AWSA).  Established in 1869, the AWSA directed most of its efforts toward achieving state suffrage reforms.  Like the NWSA, the AWSA achieved limited success in its first twenty years.  By 1889, women could vote in school–related elections in about twenty states and territorial governments; in four territorial states--Wyoming (1969), Utah (1870), Washington (1883), and Montana (1887)—women possessed equivalent voting rights with men.  Unification of the NWSA and AWSA in 1890 produced the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), but during the next two decades the new organization achieved limited success as well.  Although additional states extended women’s suffrage in school, municipal, tax or bond elections, by 1910 only five states—Wyoming (1890), Colorado (1893), Utah (1896), Idaho (1896) and Washington (1910)--guaranteed women the right to vote in all elections.  

Despite these limited results, the NAWSA and various state organizations persisted with their lobbying and grassroots efforts.  The persistence paid greater dividends in the 1910s as other social, economic and political conditions fortuitously converged to accelerate the progress of the woman’s suffrage movement.  An early indicator of this future was President William H. Taft’s decision to speak at the NAWSA 1910 annual convention.  Taft declined to offer an explicit endorsement of women’s suffrage, but his presence and speech sent a different message to both the public and NAWSA members.  Another significant indicator was the Progressive Party’s public endorsement of women’s suffrage in 1912 for although it yielded limited immediate results, the endorsement underscored the long-term electoral and partisan stakes associated with the reform’s enactment.  Women’s suffragists, to be sure, also benefited greatly from the new environments created by industrialization and urbanization and from increased public interest in political reform and other social movements.  By 1917, not only had the NAWSA membership increased to two million, twelve additional states had approved women’s suffrage since 1910, increasing the total to seventeen states and adding both legitimacy and electoral consequences to the suffrage reform.         

Throughout the decade, and especially after 1915, leaders of national women’s suffrage organizations like Carrie Chapman Catt of the NAWSA and Alice Paul and Lucy Burns of the Congressional Union, an organization established in 1913, began to focus their efforts upon winning Congressional approval of an amendment to the U.S. Constitution.  In addition to conducting a traditional lobbying campaign, the NAWSA and other organizations employed many of the tactics successfully used to achieve state constitutional reforms: authorizing and orchestrating mass marches, petition campaigns and political candidate endorsements designed to exert electoral pressures upon the national political parties and Members of Congress.  In 1917, the National Women’s Party, another new and decidedly more militant women’s suffrage organization, initiated a series of widely publicized protests and arrests at the White House.  Many of the protesters chained themselves to the White House fence and some went on hunger strikes during their imprisonment.  By January 1918, the combination of these various efforts with others associated with the United States involvement in World War I set the conditions within which President Woodrow Wilson issued his endorsement of a national constitutional amendment.  The U.S. House of Representatives quickly followed the President, agreeing by the required two-thirds majority to send the woman’s suffrage amendment onto the states for ratification.  The Senate, however, balked initially, stalling the amendment in Congress until June 1919 when it, too, finally endorsed the Nineteenth Amendment.  Slightly more than a year later the thirty-sixth state, or the three-quarters of the states required by the U.S. Constitution, ratified the Nineteenth Amendment.  The Amendment, in part, provides that: “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.” 

Ironically, ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment did not produce dramatic national or state-level changes in policies or party affiliation.  The Nineteenth Amendment, however, did have immediate and permanent effects upon the American political landscape, bolstering its democratic characteristics and tendencies by nearly doubling the number of voters in almost every election except those occurring in Southern states. 
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