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     Alice Paul, Lucy Burns, Rose Winslow and Dora Lewis are important women of the 

Suffrage Movement who should be better known to the youth of today.  These women 

and many other suffragists with the National Woman’s Party played a significant role in 

the campaign to pass the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution which gave women 

the right to vote. The Occoquan Workhouse Museum in Lorton, Virginia offers an 

opportunity to acknowledge and appreciate, through an exhibit, the contributions of 

these suffragists who were arrested, incarcerated, and forcibly fed in 1917.  The 

Workhouse Museum is located on the same site where the imprisonment occurred.  

This paper will document the social movement strategy and tactics of the National 

Woman’s Party that influenced President Wilson’s stance on women’s suffrage, as well 

as research the development and presentation of an exhibit to educate museum visitors 

about this pivotal time in American history.   

 
A three-dimensional exhibit entitled “Torture at the Workhouse” showing a 

suffragist being forcibly fed will convey the determination, struggle, and sacrifice of 

these women and communicate the significance of forced-feeding in the Suffrage 

Movement to a wide range of museum visitors.  This specially designed exhibit will 

also attempt to empower women through women’s history, so they can value their right 

to vote. This project benefits from the unique perspective of my concentration, 

Women’s Social Movement, which blends the multi-disciplinary field of Women’s 

Studies and Sociology to communicate the role of these suffragists, as well as remind 

audiences of the factors that contributed to the success of this social movement.      
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Concentration & Interdisciplinary Studies Rationale   
 

To more fully understand the experience of the suffragists of the National Woman’s 

Party and create an exhibit for the Occoquan Workhouse Museum, the multi-

disciplinary field of Women’s Studies will be explored and Sociology’s social 

movement principles and concepts during this time period will be examined.  Women’s 

Social Movement is an interdisciplinary approach that allows me to appreciate the 

complexity of the Suffrage Movement.  Women’s Studies provides the suffragists’ 

perspectives and accounts at the Occoquan Workhouse in 1917 and social movement 

concepts and principles will be utilized to understand the tactics and strategies used by 

the suffragists to apply pressure on President Wilson to change his position on women’s 

suffrage.  This new understanding will also integrate other disciplines for the successful 

implementation of this exhibit:  History, Political Science, Theatre Arts and Museum 

Studies. The concentration of History will provide the historical context of the time, 

integrity of the artifacts, and accuracy in presenting the event.  Political Science will be 

incorporated, to communicate the political standpoint of the government and of the 

National Woman’s Party, at the time.   The study of Theatre Arts will also be integrated 

to enhance the interpretative potential of the exhibit and Museum Studies will be used 

to explain the development, design, and implementation of the exhibit to make it a 

valuable addition to the Occoquan Workhouse Museum.  This project will synthesize 

all these disciplines, but will primarily center on my concentration Women’s Social 

Movement to bring about a new appreciation of this collective action for museum 

visitors today.   
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Women’s Studies applies feminist theory across a myriad of disciplines to 

evaluate women’s rights, interests and issues within a society.   Women had been 

fighting for nearly seventy years when the National Woman’s Party suffragists decided 

to picket the White House.  In 1917, it took great courage and conviction for a woman 

to become actively involved in the Suffrage campaign, and for suffragists like Rose 

Winslow, Dora Lewis, Lucy Burns and Alice Paul with the National Women’s Party, 

this was especially true. These suffragists were considered by mainstream society at the 

time to be more radical than other suffragists.   Rose Winslow, Dora Lewis, Lucy Burns 

and Alice Paul picketed, were arrested, incarcerated and fasted to draw attention to the 

campaign to enfranchise women. Each suffragist gave an account of her horrific 

experience at the Occoquan Workhouse.  For the exhibit, I will record a script based on 

the written account of each suffragist, from the book Jailed for Freedom by Doris 

Stevens, which provides much of the historical context in this paper.   Stevens, a 

National Woman’s Party member was sentenced to the Occoquan Workhouse and 

published this book in 1920 to document the activities of the Party.  Her perspective 

and affiliation offers a valuable and credible resource cited in multiple scholarly articles 

and books on the Suffrage movement.  The goal of Women’s Studies is to explore, 

illuminate and convey the female viewpoint and significance of women’s perspectives, 

choices and experiences.  This lens will allow me to delve into the lives of these women 

to understand this historic milestone, so I can communicate the suffragists’ ordeal to the 

public through an exhibit.  
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One key element of a Women’s Studies curriculum is to connect the classroom to 

social change when examining injustice. Therefore, this component of Women’s 

Studies is a natural transition into field of Sociology.  Sociology is the study of social 

structures that utilize empirical investigation and critical analysis to raise awareness of 

a social system.  The gender power structure in American society in the 19th Century 

was clearly unequal, which is why the National Woman’s Party within the Suffrage 

Movement was raising the public’s awareness for social change.  Charles Tilly, the 

founder of modern social movement theory, states that the principles and concepts in 

social movement consist of contentious performances, displays and campaigns by 

which the movement makes collective claims on a target or authority (Tilly 3).  To 

show support for women’s suffrage, the suffrage flag’s colors: purple for loyalty, white 

for purity, and gold for hope were worn as a sash that demonstrated unity in the 

campaign.  Suffragists also used several other non-violent approaches in their social 

movement repertoire such as, demonstrations, meetings, parades, and lobbying 

members of Congress.  However, it was the National Woman’s Party’s decision to 

target President Wilson, protest in front of the White House, undergo arrest and fast in 

prison that created the strategic turning point in the Suffrage movement.  To seek 

publicity, picketing was deemed necessary by Paul, if the suffragists were to continue 

the fight for liberty during wartime.  Alice Paul’s plan was based on a strategy used to 

great effect by British militant suffragists: the suffrage prisoners would fast in prison to 

protest their wrongful imprisonment. (Graham 676).  From a social movement 

standpoint, the strategy to fast is considered nonviolent resistance.  It is a strategy that  
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requires tremendous courage, self-control, as well as a willingness to endure pain and 

sometimes even death. “Central to Alice Paul’s concept of a suffrage pressure group 

was the importance of publicity and public opinion” (Graham 666).Therefore, the 

success of Party’s non-violent approach was the willingness to base their resistance 

upon broadly supported moral principles and a communication strategy which 

publicizes the immoral and violent behavior of their opponents. (Conflict Resource 

Consortium) There needs to be recognized loss of legitimacy, which can lead to 

widespread disapproval of the authority using violent strategies.  The strategy used by 

the National Woman’s Party was deemed necessary to expose the injustice and 

violation of civil liberties by the Wilson Administration to gain public support, which is 

the overall goal of a social movement.  A through understanding of this social 

movement perspective is critical for this project, since these historic events provide the 

context to communicate the suffragists’ state of mind at the Workhouse.  

  
Literature Review 

 
The Current Status of Women 

 
      
      My concentration, Women’s Social Movement, unifies the status of women as it 

changes over time to bridge the past to present day.  The past collective action of 

women in the suffrage movement should be better appreciated by the general 

public. In connecting this early success to the women’s movement today, women 

can value the level of commitment necessary to create social change.  Women have 

seen a rise in social standing since the Suffrage movement in the United States,  
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especially, with the second wave of feminism in the 60s.  However, gender 

disparities still exist today. In a 2009 symposium on Achieving Equity for Women: 

Policy Alternatives for the New [Obama] Administration, Congresswoman Rosa 

DeLauro reported that women in the United States  continue to struggle in 

achieving economic equity and offered these statistics:  

 
 Incomes of woman-headed households are down by three percent since 

2000,  
 Unmarried women have average household incomes that are about $12,000 

less than those of unmarried men,   
 One-fifth of women have no health insurance,   
 One-third of single mothers live in poverty,  
 Elderly women are more likely to be poorer than elderly men,  
 Women are more likely than men to have subprime mortgages, and 
 Women still earn only about 78 cents for every dollar earned by men in the 

same jobs and for Black and Hispanic women, the gap is even greater,  
 During the current economic crisis, women have lost jobs at a lower rate 

than men—possibly because many work in healthcare, which is the only 
field not to have lost jobs in the crisis (IWPR and Wellesley Centers for 
Women Symposium 2) 

 
This report shows women still lag behind men in key financial areas, which has 

many short-term and long-term consequences for women.    

 
      Women also continue to be at a disadvantage in the higher echelons of business and 

political representation.  In business leadership, “15 Fortune 500 companies are run by 

women, and a total of 28 Fortune 1000 companies have women in the top job” 

(CNNMoney.com).  Currently 20% in the 111th U.S. Congress are women, 17 Senators 

and 74 U.S. Representatives in the House (Lowen par. 3). Both are record numbers for 

women in these positions, but government representation is still not in proportion to 

women who are 52% of the population.  These statistics confirm disproportionate  
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gender representation and opportunity for women.  Domestically, the National 

Organization of Women’s (NOW) list of "key issues" this year to empower women 

includes: abortion and reproductive rights, affirmative action, economic equity, sexual 

harassment, lesbian rights, media activism, racial and ethnic diversity, violence against 

women, women in the military, and women-friendly workplaces (now.org). It is only 

through public awareness and then political pressure that these issues become a priority 

for our judicial and legislative bodies. 

 
      This past year, women have broken some long-standing barriers, women will finally 

be allowed to have a commission on a submarine, Sonia Sotomayor became the first 

Latina Justice of the Supreme Court, and Kathryn Bigelow became the first woman to 

win best director for the 2009 movie, The Hurt Locker.  These achievements, however, 

are individual accomplishments, while the areas identified by the symposium and the 

organization NOW affect women collectively. Those issues and statistics indicate a 

continued disparity between the sexes.  One key issue that will have a tremendous 

impact on the lives of women is the healthcare reform bill just passed into law. This is 

an additional reason why women today need to be involved in the women’s movement 

and value their right to vote, so that the female voice can be heard.  The women’s 

movement, however, has been plagued with a myriad of issues coupled with a 

multitude of perspectives on those issues, which has led to dissention that neutralizes 

the power of support in the campaign to further women’s interests.  Focusing on the 

success of an earlier movement, where women sacrificed for the collective benefit of all 

women, will help to re-establish a sense of solidarity in women today. 
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Challenges & New Perspectives in Social Movement for Women 
 
 

          The women’s movement today is plagued with a vast array of issues with a 

multitude of perspectives on those issues.  “Social movement theory postulates that 

when movement participants have identities or affinities that are felt to be in conflict, 

their engagement with movement agendas and goals can be compromised”(Lehrner and 

Allen 659). To overcome this challenge of a decentralized organizational state, today’s 

leaders of the women’s movement will need a new vision to bring women together.  A 

broad collaborative base is needed to propel female interests to the forefront of the 

current political agenda.  

 
     A connection between women today and women’s social movement history can 

help women achieve that collaborative spirit. This exhibit can refocus women’s 

perception on the collective success of the suffrage movement and ignite an interest in 

public policy. Educating museum visitors about this unified effort will help create an 

awareness of women’s social standing and begin to rebuild a resurgence of support.  

“There is room in the women’s movement for innovative ideas and collaborations 

without compromising core values and goals. Recommendations include openness to 

new strategies and approaches, better inclusion of communities of color, a rethinking of 

community engagement and collaboration, and attention to mentoring the next 

generation of advocates” (Lehrner and Allen 660).  Interest in women’s social 

movement can begin with this exhibit with an awareness of the collective energy of the 

past, so women will see the benefit of furthering women’s interests. 
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 Narratives like the suffragists being incarcerated, fasting and undergoing forced-

feeding can also help with recruitment, solidarity and sustainability in social 

movements.  A compelling story can speak to the shared experience of a larger group or 

in its collective voice without demonstrating its representativeness to invigorate a 

movement (Polletta 425).   This compelling story of overcoming injustice can be 

effectively understood by all women and should serve to motivate them to get 

politically involved.  “The story’s end is consequential, but it is not only outcome but 

the morality of the events which grip us” (Polletta 423). The suffragists overcame 

adversity persevering over a resolute President Wilson during World War I.  This 

courageous account can truly inspire women today. “Narratives . . . turn events into a 

suspenseful story of overcoming, and to turn a threatened sense of self and group into a 

powerfully mobilizing identity” (Polletta 429).    The women who underwent forced-

feeding demonstrated courage and perseverance to the American people and created the 

political and social pressure to influence President Wilson’s position on women’s 

suffrage.  The suffragists’ saga shows women today that they are the beneficiaries and 

heirs to that earlier activism. 

 
 

Purpose & Significance of Project   
 

 

    An exhibit profiling these suffragists with the National Woman’s Party will help 

educate the general public about additional accomplishments for women in history.  

“Less than five percent of the 2,400 national historic landmarks chronicle women's 

achievement and, according to a recent survey of eighteen history textbooks, only 3%  



                                                                                                                               Kelly 10 

are dedicated to women"(Boehm par. 6).  Women are not viewed in textbooks as an 

integral part of American history and, when accomplishments are taught, the event is 

treated as an addendum to the male-dominated version of the historical record.  Women 

are currently 52% of the population in the United States, yet women’s history is 

virtually nonexistent.   A given curriculum can “strengthen or decrease student 

motivation for engagement, effort, growth, and development through the messages it 

delivers to students about themselves and the world” (Delaney 3).  Courageous women 

in history are role models who can inspire younger women by providing an inner 

confidence to take on new challenges. A museum is often committed to the broad 

public.  However, an exhibit or program may be organized so that it attracts a specific 

audience or explores a particular interest (Houtgraff and Vitali 18).  I would like 

museum visitors, especially women, to see this exhibit and reflect on the determination, 

courage and sacrifice of the suffragists, so that they can feel a stronger connection to 

women’s history and strengthen their identity as women.  

 
 
    Another historic example, in society, of the little value placed on recognizing the 

strong role models and pioneers of Women’s suffrage occurred with “The Portrait 

Monument.”  On May 10, 1997, the statue "The Portrait Monument” was re-dedicated 

honoring suffragists Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Lucretia Mott.  

The statue of the leaders of the Suffrage movement was originally presented to 

Congress by the National Woman's Party as a gift to the nation on February, 15, 1921, 

and was placed in the Rotunda Hall of the Capitol. After one day, the Italian Carerra  
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marble statue, sculpted by Adelaide Johnson, was deemed ugly and moved to the 

basement (Stuber par. 2).  Congresswoman Carolyn Maloney stated, “It took 72 years 

for women to get the vote and 76 years to get the statue moved back to the statute’s 

rightful place in the rotunda."   The treatment of “The Portrait Monument” shows that 

women’s social movement and political accomplishments have not been fully 

acknowledged or respected on a national level.  This interpretation of the past can have 

a positive affect on a woman’s interest in public policy. Through this exhibit, women 

can appreciate the political influence of the suffragists, which may help envision a role 

for themselves in the political arena.  The political strategies used by the suffragists 

with the National Woman’s Party had national consequences. Therefore, an exhibit at 

the Occoquan Workhouse capturing the role and experience of the suffragists in the 

passage of the 19th Amendment and help to fill that void in education, so young women 

and men can grasp the depth of the suffragists’ story and sacrifice in a national context.   

 

  
        Historical Context 
 
 

 As both a women’s history and sociological study, this historical background is 

organized in chronological order focusing on the time period of 1917 to enlighten 

museum visitors as to the complexity of the suffragists’ campaign in their effort to 

change public opinion and pressure President Wilson to support women’s suffrage.  

The Suffrage Movement was a campaign to pass the 19th Amendment to the United 

States Constitution prohibiting each state and the federal government from denying any  
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citizen the right to vote based on gender.   This historical analysis contends that Alice 

Paul. Lucy Burns, Rose Winslow and Mrs. Dora Lewis along with the suffragists with 

the National Woman’s Party decision to protest in front of the White House, undergo 

arrest and fast in prison was a significant strategy in the success of the Suffrage 

Movement.   A study of this brief period in 1917 will include a historical perspective 

from the disciplines of Women’s Studies, History and Sociology, so the reader can fully 

appreciate the effectiveness of this plan that led to President Wilson’s reluctant support 

of women’s suffrage and  the eventual passing of the 19th Amendment. 

 

           In 1917, the United States entered World War I and the suffragists were entering the 

seventieth year of their official campaign to enfranchise women.  President Wilson, 

who normally placated the suffragists, announced that he would no longer meet with 

the women to discuss suffrage.  Wilson told the women they needed “to be patient and 

wait until after the war” (Kraditor 238). Wilson reiterated, “. . . suffrage was a matter 

for the states to decide for themselves [to enfranchise women] and [excused himself by 

saying] that he was limited by party policy” (Kraditor 238).  Wilson’s lack of interest, 

leadership, and responsibility infuriated Alice Paul, the leader of the National Woman’s 

Party.  For four years, parades, demonstrations, and lobbying were the strategies the 

suffragists used to publicize their cause, to no avail.  Suffrage, again, was at a standstill.  

Alice Paul knew the movement needed a new tactic, since previous strategies to further 

the cause were no longer effective.  In social movement theory, changes in strategy  
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need to be implemented to raise the salience of an issue or public interest in the 

campaign will cease.    

        Alice Paul and her fellow suffragists of the National Woman’s Party were at this 

juncture when they decided to picket the White House during the war.  “Central to 

Paul’s concept of a suffrage pressure group was the importance of publicity and public 

opinion” (Graham 666). Even though this strategy was considered radical in the United 

States at that time, picketing was deemed necessary to draw the sought after publicity to 

continue the fight for liberty.  Katherine Fisher captured the feeling best when she 

stated, “We must not let our voice be drowned by war trumpets or cannon.  If we do, 

we shall find ourselves, when the war is over, with a peace that will only prolong our 

struggle. . . .” (Stevens 100).  On Jan. 10, 1917, the suffragists with the National 

Woman’s Party began to picket the White House (Kraditor 239).   Delegations of 

women with banners “calling attention to the lack of congruence between American 

democratic war aims and American undemocratic practice in denying self-government 

to half its citizens” were displayed in front of the White House (Kraditor 239).  The 

suffragists called themselves the “Silent Sentinels,” since they silently stood at the gates 

day and night, throughout all kinds of weather, except on Sundays.  This continuous 

demonstration showed President Wilson that the suffragists held him responsible for 

their disenfranchisement.  This change in tactic was not well received by the Wilson 

Administration or the general public, but was essential to further the cause.  
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 At first, the suffragists with the National Woman’s Party picketing in front of the 

White House were tolerated, but soon they became an embarrassment and a political 

liability for President Wilson.  By June of 1917, the United States was deep into World 

War I and public sentiment toward the suffragists continued to grow more hostile.  The 

public viewed the picketing for the woman’s right to vote in a time of war to be self-

indulgent. Regardless, the suffragists continued to carry large banners with messages to 

the President while they protested. Two examples of the National Woman’s Party’s 

inflammatory signs read, "Mr. President, how long must women wait for liberty?" 

(Stevens 65) and "Kaiser Wilson, have you forgotten your sympathy with the poor 

Germans because they were not self-governed? 20,000,000 American women are not 

self-governed. Take the beam out of your own eye” (Stevens 88). This banner 

compared President Wilson with Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany with whom we were at 

war.  Alice Paul’s attempt to point out the hypocrisy in President Wilson’s speeches 

fighting for democracy abroad when democracy was not practiced here had the desired 

effect.  The suffragists were soon arrested for ‘obstructing the sidewalk,’ a 

manufactured charge by the police.  In reaction, the National Woman’s Party statement 

read, “The fact that [the suffragists] broke no laws was indicated by the contrived 

charges on which they were arrested.  American women have been imprisoned for 

holding at the gates of the White House banners demanding democracy at the hands of 

a Democratic Administration”(Kraditor 241).  When the suffragists were arrested, new 

suffragists would take their place reinforcing their show of support, resolve and 

courage. Picketing with banners using Wilson’s words about democracy against him  
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proved to be a very influential in garnering President’s Wilson’s attention in the 

campaign for women’s suffrage.   

Following the arrests, the publicity surrounding the women’s incarceration, fasting 

and forced-feeding turned out to be instrumental in obtaining President Wilson’s 

support of the 19th Amendment.  The suffragists “... refused to pay their fines in court 

and were sent to the District jail in Washington, D.C. and [the Occoquan] Workhouse 

from three days to seven months” (Buhle 429).    During the next six months, over 120 

women were unjustly arrested including Alice Paul and Lucy Burns (Buhle 429).   

Paul’s plan was based on a tactic used to great effect by British militant suffragists: 

“Alice Paul and the other suffrage prisoners would refuse to eat” (Graham 676).  For 

fear that the women would starve to death and be seen as martyrs; prison officials 

began to forcibly feed the women three times a day by naso-gastric tubing.  This was a 

violent process that included holding or tying the women down while a doctor feeds a 

tube through the nose and down into the esophagus.  This often causes the nose to bleed 

and the esophagus to tear.   During their incarceration, the suffragists were denied their 

right to consult an attorney and were denied all outside contact because they were 

deemed insubordinate.  Some suffragists, however, managed to smuggle out notes 

describing their treatment.   In a note to her husband, Rose Winslow wrote that she “. . . 

dreaded forcible feeding frightfully . . . and had a nervous time of it . . . my stomach 

rejecting during the process.  I heard myself making the most hideous sounds, like an 

animal in pain, and thought how dreadful it was of me to make such horrible sounds . . .  
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In another account Winslow wrote, “Yesterday was a bad day for me in feeding.  I was 

vomiting continually during the process.  The tube has developed an irritation 

somewhere that is painful.  We think of the coming feeding all day.  It is 

horrible”(Grunwald and Adler 484).  Lucy Burns wrote that, “Mrs. Lewis and I said we 

would not be forcibly fed.  [The Superintendent] said he would call in men guards and 

force us to submit . . . We hear them outside now, cracking eggs” (Stevens 125). Lucy 

Burns added that it took "five people to hold her down, and when she refused to open 

her mouth, they shoved the feeding tube up her nostril" (Stevens 125). During Alice 

Paul’s incarceration at the D.C. Jail, the Wilson Administration suggested prison 

officials conduct a psychological evaluation on Paul.  This action by the Administration 

to discredit her character and tarnish her motives, while she was fasting and undergoing 

forced-feeding backfired when her ordeal was leaked to the press.  Alice Paul 

demanded, along with the other suffragists, to be treated like political prisoners, “. . . a 

strategy calculated to provoke public sympathy for the alleged ‘victims of political 

oppression’ and embarrass the Wilson Administration” (Graham 676).   These 

experiences reveal the courage and determination of the women in the struggle for 

women’s rights. To further embarrass the President and draw attention, the women who 

had been released from prison dressed themselves in prison garb and toured the United 

States, calling themselves the “Prison Special.” The suffragists told of the horrible 

conditions in the jail and of the ordeal of forced-feeding. The public began to 

sympathize with the women realizing that the treatment of the suffragists by the 

Administration was unjust.  This knowledge created strong public criticism of the  
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Wilson Administration forcing President Wilson to pardon the suffragists on the 28th of 

November 1917 (Kraditor 240). 

   The strategy to undergo a fast in prison by Alice Paul, Lucy Burns and many 

other suffragists with the National Woman’s Party was important because their non-

violent protest swayed popular opinion and pressured the President into supporting the 

campaign to give women the right to vote.  Further proof of Wilson’s contempt for the 

suffragists was indicated in their treatment at the Workhouse. “Our demand to be 

treated as political prisoners was never granted [by the Wilson Administration], and 

was kept up until the last imprisonment” (Stevens 109).  Furthermore, the following 

timeline confirms that the arrests, imprisonment of the many suffragists at the 

Occoquan Workhouse, and resulting force-feeding had the desired affect on President 

Wilson:  

 
In the third week of November, David Lawrence, a journalist with close ties 
to the Wilson Administration, reportedly, visited Alice Paul [who was 
reportedly never allowed visitors] late at night in her cell and asked her if 
she would abandon the picketing in exchange for a guarantee from the 
Administration that the Suffrage Amendment would pass through Congress 
by 1919. On her release, Paul’s comment to the press on 28 November 1917 
indicated a marked change in her demeanor.   Alice Paul stated to the press, 
‘The attempt to suppress legitimate propaganda has failed ….. We hope that 
no more demonstrations will be necessary.  But what we do depends entirely 
upon what the Administration does.’ On 9 January 1918, Woodrow Wilson 
announced his support of the Federal woman suffrage amendment.  The next 
day, the 19th Amendment passed the House, but it would take three more 
votes for it to be approved in the Senate in June1919 [which is attributed to 
Wilson’s initial reluctance to support the Amendment] (Graham 678).   
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   This single tactic created the turning point in the campaign to enfranchise women. 

The timing of President Wilson’s support with the strategy of the suffragists’ protests, 

arrests and ordeal of having to be force-fed that ensued is a strong argument for the 

effectiveness of their strategy. Alice Paul’s tactic applied enough political pressure to 

create the turnaround in President Wilson’s stance on suffrage that factored greatly in 

the passage of the 19th Amendment in the legislature, which was the first important step 

toward amending the Constitution of the United States.  An exhibit with a suffragist 

being forcibly fed encapsulates this extraordinary time, so that the general public today 

will gain a solid understanding of the issue, the fight and the struggle for women to gain 

the right to vote.    

 
        

 The Tactics and Strategies of the National Woman’s Party  
 

  A closer examination of the strategic mobilization strategies utilized by the 

National Woman’s Party shows that these strategies were carefully chosen to take 

advantage of the suffragists’ best attributes.  “Ladies of that day were expected to be 

quiet and retiring, with voices ever soft and gentle . . .” so mobilizing them to be “Silent 

Sentinels” to stand silently day and night with banners proclaiming a lack of democracy 

was the most effective tactic to demonstrate the Party’s determination and support.  

Also, articles in major newspapers, during this pivotal time period, demonstrate still 

further how their tactics were instrumental in the campaign to enfranchise women. 

According to a New York Times article dated 10 January 1917, “Suffragists will picket 

the White House,” the subheading states that, “a new campaign of militancy arranged  
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when President says his views are unchanged.” This headline reaffirms the President’s 

steadfast anti-suffrage position at the beginning of the year.  By June 27th, the New York 

Times reported, “Nine More Pickets Seized at White House: Court Hearing today-

Rumors of Hunger Strike Pans are Revived” stating that . . . “the militant suffragists are 

maneuvering for a jail term so that they can start a hunger strike” (Gluck 255). These 

tactics of the National Woman’s Party were deliberate and effective in raising public 

awareness and placing political pressure on President Wilson. District Commissioner 

Louis Brownlow relates that Wilson was enraged by the arrests, and told the 

commissioner that “we have made a fearful blunder. We never ought to have indulged 

these women in their desire for arrest and martyrdom. . .” (Graham 670) On July 20th, 

Alice Paul stated to the press that “Picketing has accomplished just exactly what we 

wanted to accomplish and picketing is going to end in forcing this issue.”(Graham 671)     

President Wilson’s secretary, Joseph P. Tumulty, tried to censor the press by giving the 

following instructions: 

Please have nothing about the picketers or what they do in prison or 
anything else on the front page of the paper.  Tell the news in two sticks, not 
farther forward than the fourth page until further notice, no matter what 
happens or what they do, and a small head over the two sticks, never a 
display head. (Graham 672) 
 

     A telephone conversation with Dr. Holly McCammon, a highly respected scholar on 

the Suffrage movement with Vanderbilt University, stated that she was not aware of 

any research with regard to analyzing newspaper coverage on the Suffrage movement, 

so there is no supporting evidence that the editors complied with the Wilson  
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Administration’s request to suppress the news. However, “a strong chain of 

circumstantial evidence linking high officials in the Wilson Administration, including 

Wilson himself, to an attempt to subvert the militant suffrage campaign. . .” does 

indicate increased political pressure on Wilson (Graham 679).  Sally Hunter Graham, 

Ph.D., with the University of Texas was heavily referenced throughout this paper for 

her original research in this subject matter.  Graham sifted through President Wilson’s 

personal papers and his cabinet’s internal memorandums and reports to connect the 

timeline, people and events uncovering President Wilson’s state of mind during this 

time period.  Graham’s research supports the cumulative affect from the suffragists 

picketing, arrests, incarceration and the subsequent negative publicity from the forced-

feeding that placed President Wilson in an untenable position.   To save his own 

political credibility, Wilson was forced to support women’s suffrage.   

The suffrage movement’s engagement with non-violent resistance attributed 

greatly to the success of the movement (Banaszak 221).  Gendered opportunities for 

women due to WWI, the political opportunity structure of the time, more women 

achieving a higher level of education, international influences, and growing state 

support for women to vote are elements that also contributed to President Wilson’s 

support and passage of the 19th Amendment.  However, a comparative analysis of these 

various contributing factors to determine their influence is beyond the scope of this 

paper.  Clearly though, the evidence presented suggests that the timeliness of President 

Wilson’s decision to suddenly support women’s suffrage coincides with the strategy 

implemented by the National Woman’s Party.  Their strategy to picket, refusal to pay a  
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fine and fast when they were incarcerated created the turning point in the Suffrage 

Movement and should not be minimized when examining these other factors.  

             Museum Exhibitions 
 

        Museums are a place to learn about culture as it relates to our history, community 

and country. Museums also represent the evolution of our understanding of society in 

how we perceive our world.  They are institutions that collect, safeguard and make 

accessible artifacts and specimens, which they hold in trust for society. In addition, 

museums enhance our understanding of our various beliefs and traditions. Most 

importantly, museums enable the public to explore collections for inspiration, learning 

and enjoyment. Therefore, an effective museum exhibit can “. . . increase a museum’s 

capacity to communicate its message to different visitors while providing more 

informative and meaningful experiences to engage or activate [visitors’] imaginations” 

(Houtgraaf and Vitali 12). The Occoquan Workhouse Museum preserves the history of 

the prison reformatory, the past culture of the area and the story of the Suffrage 

Movement in 1917. The museum reminds visitors to appreciate civil rights and what 

can happen when those rights are violated.    

 
 

     On the main Suffrage storyboard are suffragists’ pictures with small historical 

narratives on the important events that took place in 1917, together with archived black 

and white photos from the Library of Congress of the suffragists. The storyboard, 

however, serves only the visual learner. Museums find it best to engage visitors in  
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multiple ways to fully communicate the meaning of an event or topic.  There are three 

main ways museums create and enrich a learning environment for their visitors. People 

learn visually, auditorily and kinesthetically.  Visual learners need to see body language 

and facial expressions and learn best from visual displays to fully understand a topic 

(Ldpride.net).  The presentation of a full-bodied exhibit in period clothing recreating 

the act of the suffragist being force-fed will make a strong impact on this type of 

learner.  Auditory learners can learn best by listening. Auditory learners then interpret 

the underlying meanings of speech through listening to tone of voice, pitch, speed and 

other nuances (Ldpride.net). The taped recording of the four suffragists describing their 

ordeal will enable auditory learners to completely grasp the intensity of the event.  

Tactile/Kinesthetic people learn best through a hands-on approach (Ldpride.net).   

Hands-on exhibit supplements like the two I created for the exhibit that allow visitors to 

feel the tube and touch the material of a suffragist prison uniform help spark tactile 

learners’ imaginations.  Museum exhibitions are a medium of communication that 

touch people through emotions and engaging experiences (Lord and Lord 405).  Of 

course, the museum visitor does contribute to the result of their museum experience by 

bringing their own tastes, motives, interests and inclinations to the museum. However, 

with the museum incorporating these various learning methods at the Occoquan 

Museum, these techniques can increase a visitor’s comprehension of the injustice and 

violation of civil liberties that ensued.   

 
       To communicate an effective display, Philip Schreier, Curator at the National 

Firearms Museum, stated, “the knowledge you have accumulated is important, but for  
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an exhibit you can only provide cursory text information for museum visitors.  People 

have an attention span of a gnat.” Schreier recommended watching visitors at a 

museum.  The public gives up to 30 seconds at an exhibit. If a visitor walks away with 

three or four points you have conveyed in your exhibit or if the visitor wants to explore 

your topic further, you have been successful.  The consequence of that translation 

depends upon how well the collective information and resources behind the message 

have been structured (Houtgraaf and Vitali 15). Schreier also offered his expertise on 

the use of color in the museum.  He demonstrated how color flowed and transformed 

each space at the National Firearms Museum.   Color is used to express form and space, 

as well as a peaceful atmosphere for the visitor.  For the successful integration of the 

forced-feeding exhibit into the museum space, the suffrage flag colors of dark purple, 

white and gold were used to connect the exhibit to the museum space. Philip Schreier’s 

expertise in addressing the different exhibition presentation styles, the use of content, 

space, color, text, and the incorporation of a new exhibit into an existing museum space 

factored greatly into the presentation of “Torture at the Workhouse.” 

 
     The Occoquan Workhouse Museum together with a full-bodied exhibit on force-

feeding will bridge a substantial educational gap about this event in women’s history. 

The museum's goal of educating current and future generations about this critical period 

is in the hope that visitors might remember the sacrifice made on behalf of democracy. 

The museum will provide a tangible setting to explore this topic within a historical 

context and serve as a supplement to women’s educational curriculum.   
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         Generally, the project manager, the content director, the art/design director, and 

the production manager are the principal players in the development of an exhibit.  I 

fulfilled the roles of project and production manager, while I supervised the costume/set 

design director, Audrey Joy and the sound system engineer, Derek Kelly.   Exhibitions 

are content driven, so the exhibition designer’s job is to reveal the story within a 

realistic context.  Irma Clifton, head Curator of the Occoquan Workhouse Museum and 

Director of the Museum Steering Committee approved the content of the exhibit.   The 

text was reviewed for educational validity, writing style, voice and copy editing, as well 

as integration into the museum environment.  For this phase of the project, I worked 

very closely with Laura McKie, the former Director of Education at the National 

Museum of Natural History for 13 years.  The consultants, museum curators and 

committee members helped ensure the overall quality and presentation of the force-

feeding exhibit.   

 
 

                               Methodology for the Exhibit   
 
     A museum exhibit should be designed to send a simple, but powerful, message 

to the public while fully communicating the meaning of an event or time.  The picture 

of a suffragist being forcibly fed in a jail cell (shown in Exhibit A) was the creative 

impetus to capturing this pivotal time in women’s history.  A three-dimensional exhibit 

entitled “Torture at the Workhouse” using full-bodied mannequins in 1917 period 

costume will be used to clearly articulate the effectiveness and relevance of the event 

for the general public.   The Museum Committee titled the exhibit “Torture at the  
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Workhouse.”  The title describes the brutal nature of the act and prepares the museum 

visitor for what they are about to experience.  Audrey Joy, a creative and resourceful 

friend who appreciates the challenges of interesting projects, assumed the role as 

costume and the exhibit set designer. The physical dynamics of the exhibit area 

presented the most challenging aspect.   For the next seven months, the Occoquan 

Workhouse Museum in Lorton, Virginia is housed in Building # 9 in a well-lit 20’ by 

24’ foot space.  The museum plan consists of story boards on the history of the prison 

and the Suffrage movement, with suffrage and prison artifacts along the walls 

throughout the space.  The museum committee placed the exhibit in the corner of the 

room next to the storyboard on the Suffrage movement.  This serves as an advantage 

because the storyboard features pictures and brief descriptions of the women of the 

National Woman’s Party who were incarcerated at the Workhouse to include the 

women picketing of the White House, the arrests, stories of the imprisonment, and 

release of the women culminating in the passage of the 19th Amendment.   My display 

is a perfect compliment to the Suffrage storyboard to enhance the understanding of the 

suffragists’ ordeal at the Workhouse and connect museum visitors to the story on a 

more profound level.   

 
  My primary concern in presenting the exhibit will be to capture the intensity of the 

suffragists’ experiences of being forcibly fed, in this well-lit area that is unlike the dank 

and dismal Workhouse prison cells in the early 20th century.  I will take into account 

these conditions and create the affect of a “prison-like” atmosphere around the exhibit, 

so the aesthetics are preserved.  I believe the display will need no more than a 5’ by 5’  
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space.  The initial exhibit involves the three main characters: the suffragist, the prison 

matron and the doctor.  Future plans involve moving into Cellblock Building # 2, where 

my exhibit will be relocated into its own “real” cell, which is more appropriate.  When 

the exhibit is moved, it will expand by two additional characters to encompass more of 

the space giving the display a richer more historical feel.  This exhibit is designed to 

have a wide visitor appeal.   

 

                              The Display 
 

 
     Maintaining historical integrity was central throughout the exhibit design process. 

The suffragist female mannequin is the main character.  She sits in a plain dark wooden 

chair with her arms and legs strapped down in the exhibit.  The prison matron stands to 

suffragist’s right and holds a funnel with one hand and a pitcher of fluid with the other.  

The doctor stands behind the suffragist with one hand holding her head and the other 

hand holding the tube in place that is going up the suffragist’s nose.    Both female 

mannequins were found through Craigslist at a store in Mt. Vernon, Virginia for $50 

each.  Vintage mannequins have realistic faces with a personality, so this type of 

mannequin was most desirable for the exhibit.  The male mannequin was also found 

through Craigslist in Baltimore for $250 and negotiated down to $150.  The male is 

perfect for the exhibit, as the mannequin’s face possesses a cold haunting stare that 

some have described as eerie. His face should not be easily forgotten by a museum 

visitor. A small cherry wood cabinet, donated by the museum, holds the pictures of four 

suffragists, Alice Paul, Lucy Burns, Dora Lewis and Rose Winslow along with their  
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names, year of imprisonment and their significance in the National Woman’s Party.  

Next to each suffragist’s picture and name is a button that, when depressed, triggers a 

dialogue between the suffragist and the prison guards.  The four suffragists provide a 

progression of experiences from narratives with descriptions of protest associated with 

their being force-fed.  To conceal the mechanics of the digital recorder and speakers, 

the front of the cabinet is covered by dark brown felt fabric (See Exhibit B).  Oval 

silver framed picture frames of the type used were common in the early 1900s.  The 

four picture frames are attached to triangular wooden blocks covered in the same brown 

felt as the speaker covering and are tilted at a 45 degree angle to accommodate the 

various viewing heights of visitors.  The cabinet is designed with simple clear 

directions attached to the top surface to instruct the visitor how to activate the audio 

portion of the exhibit to hear the suffragists’ torment. The audio of the suffragists’ 

experiences compliments and expands on the display to provide another dimension to 

understanding this historical event for museum visitors.    

 
      A “prison cell” façade wall   constructed of 1.5 inch PVC piping eight feet high 

and 10 inches apart with 1”x 3” wooden boards creates the lateral slats of the cell.  The 

PVC piping is anchored at the base with three 2”x4” wooden pieces and secured to the 

mounting hardware tracks on the wall with steel cable so there is no risk of the cell wall 

falling on museum visitors.  This shape allows the visitor to view the exhibit from all 

sides, but also provides a generous wide frontal view of 42” that takes advantage of the 

flow of the room (See Exhibit C).  The wall of the “cell” is spray painted a flat off-

white color to match the same cell bar color in pictures of the suffragists behind cell  
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bars at the Workhouse in 1917. A sign stating, “Do Not Touch, Climb or Hang on the 

Bars” is displayed in 28 font to protect visitor safety.  The existing brickwork of the 

cellblock is an effective background for the display.   The museum is always attended 

by docents so security is not an issue. The cell wall façade discourages touching and 

helps to create the “cell like” atmosphere to enrich the experience of the viewer.   

 

         The development of the exhibit text is part of the interpretative planning 

process and is tailored so that the text is consistent within the museum environment.  

The main exhibit text (See Exhibit D) describing the time, the scene, and the event with 

design credit is mounted on the side halfway up the jail bars of the exhibit for visitors to 

read.  The colors for the main text coincide with the suffrage flag of purple for loyalty, 

white for purity and gold for hope.  This main text is mounted on the same dark purple 

background as the Suffrage storyboard in the museum to visually connect the same 

subject matter. Museum standards stipulate that museum text and narrated components 

be presented at an understanding commensurate with completion of primary school 

education (Lord and Lord 404).  The main exhibit text is approximately at a fourth 

grade reading level.  The information is broken up into four sections for the visitor to 

easily read and grasp.  The four headings are: the time, the places, the scene, and the 

event. Below each heading is a gold star next to the subtext.  It is standard in the 

museum industry, according to Phillip Schreier, to not exceed 75 words in the 

presentation of text to accommodate a visitor with a 30 second attention span. The 

event had to be expressed in a concise clear manner.  To implement Shreier’s  
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recommendations, the first block is exactly 75 words and tells what is happening in the 

display in graphic detail.  The second block is 60 words and gives the visitor the 

broader context and relates the significance of the event to history.   The main headings 

on the central museum text are in Cambria at a 22 font with a dark purple text.  The rest 

of the text with Cambria at a 20 font is in black. Cambria proved to be the clearest to 

read from a distance and is historically close to the font used in the early 1900s.  At the 

bottom, in 14 font Cambria in dark italicized purple is the exhibit, costume, set and 

sound design credit. To accommodate young tactile learners, the extra rubber tube is 

mounted, in the shape of the stomach, on a board covered with purple felt.  It is labeled, 

“Touch the Rubber Tube that the Suffragist had to Swallow” (See Exhibit E). The 

wording is deliberately designed with a passive voice, so younger children should feel 

more comfortable. It is mounted with tie-wraps every four inches with only a little extra 

at the end, so children cannot try to stick the tube up their own nose.  In addition, the 

museum committee requested that the fabric of the prison uniform be another object 

that children can touch.  The extra ticking was arranged in a fanlike manner on purple 

felt adhered to foam core board and labeled “Feel the Fabric of a Suffragist’s Prison 

Uniform” (See Exhibit F). Both of these tactile learning tools will help young children 

grasp the information and retain the event.  

 

     There is one significant quote from each suffragist next to her picture relating 

her experience mounted two on one wall and two on the other just inside the cell bars 

(See Exhibit G).  Each picture is the same as on the cabinet and in the same oval shape,  
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but the picture presented is with a blurred edging, so the image and words of the 

suffragists can connect to the museum visitor on a deeper level, in an almost ethereal 

manner. Irma Clifton, the museum curator, agreed that this presentation would express 

their words in a more compelling way. A frame or line delineating the suffragists’ 

pictures would have created a visual barrier to their messages.  This text is mounted on 

white paper rather than the purple, so as not to be considered essential information.   

Lighter purple text is used to symbolize the fading words of the suffragists.  The 

presentation of this text is designed so that the visitor’s eye is not immediately drawn to 

this information.  The pictures with text are mounted inside the jail cell along with the 

suffragist mannequin connecting the suffragists to the event the museum visitor is 

witnessing.  These particular quotes serve as subtle supplemental text for visitors to 

ponder the power and meaning of the suffragists’ words and for visitors to read, if they 

are unable to hear the audible script.  The exhibit text mounted on the cell wall on the 

side of the exhibit is designed to supplement and support the sound system script of the 

suffragists’ ordeal heard in the cabinet or stand-alone.  This was deemed necessary to 

ensure the integrity of the exhibit experience, if the sound system failed to operate or a 

visitor is deaf.  A plaque was also created to give special thanks to organizations and 

individuals who have had an influence on the creation of the exhibit (See Exhibit H). 

The text was placed on the right side wall by the floor of the exhibit space so as not to 

detract from the experience. This text is boxed in and italicized in black at Canbria 20 

font.  This boxed italicized text visually separates the text from the relevance of the  
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display. All museum texts were backed with foam core board to give the text added 

stability and presence.   

 

                              Actors and Costume 
 

     The three main characters consist of the suffragist, the prison matron and the 

doctor.  The suffragists in the National Woman’s Party ranged in age from 18 to 73 

years of age (Gluck 256). The suffragist mannequin in the exhibit is a composite of all 

these women.  A contention by the imprisoned suffragists was that they were political 

prisoners and should have been allowed to keep their own clothing.  However, the 

Superintendent of the Workhouse, Superintendent Whittaker, wanted to humiliate the 

suffragists and forced them wear prison attire. In 1917, the prison uniform for a 

suffragist was a crude simple sack dress. There is not an official pattern of this dress, so 

a hand drawn pattern was modeled from pictures of suffragists in prison attire (Shown 

in Exhibit I). The dress was made of ticking and consisted of two separate pieces.  

Ticking is a heavy coarse weave fabric that was used for covering mattresses. The skirt 

is simply gathered at the waist with a straight band.  The top is also made in a universal 

fashion with a loose fit to accommodate various size prisoners according to the time 

period (See Exhibit J). The back of the prison costume was sewn with an opening with 

straps so the uniform could be easily placed on the mannequin who was affixed to the 

chair.  A common complaint among the suffragists was that the prison uniform was 

washed about once a year, so the uniform is dirty.  The suffragist also looks disheveled, 

dirty, bloody and bruised. Her light brown wig is long and is pulled up in a loose knot  
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above her head in a Gibson girl hairstyle.  She is seated and restrained in a crude plain 

wooden chair with arms. To accomplish this effect, the mannequin’s limbs were cut at 

all the major joints (See Exhibit M), filled with rolled up newspaper to give thickness in 

the joints and bent into position to be secured to the chair. Wiring and strapping the 

suffragist to the chair also assisted in transporting the mannequin to the museum site 

with minimal difficulties.   

 
     The prison issued shoes of the time have a universal basic look and fit, so they 

can be worn by many different prisoners on either foot over and over again.  Shoes for 

the suffragist were found at the Salvation Army Thrift Clothing Store, and are black 

and chunky with a half inch heel, which is indicative of the period (See Exhibit K).  

The suffragist’s wrists and ankles are strapped down with leather belt straps to the arms 

and legs of the chair (See Exhibit L).  However, to better show the appearance of the 

suffragist struggling, artistic liberty was employed. One of the suffragist’s legs was 

constructed to extend out and the leather strap was loosely undone around her ankle to 

look as though she kicked her leg free.  This gives the museum visitor a strong visual 

representation of the suffragist’s determination not to surrender to her circumstances.  

The study of sociology’s social movement strategy of non-violent resistance helped to 

present the defiance of the composite suffragist with the National Woman’s Party in 

this subtle, but insightful way.  The suffragist’s head was severed to allow it to be bent 

back into position. A cardboard tube was used to go up through her head and down into 

the chest to steady her head.  A yellow rubber tube was then glued to her red painted 

nose to look bloody.  Brown paint was squeezed inside the tubing to look like particles  
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of food stuck in the tube (See Exhibit N). A drop of red paint was also applied to the 

collar of her prison uniform to give added realism. Dark eye shadow was applied under 

her eyes, red paint was finely applied in the whites of her eyes and a drop of clear glue 

was placed to the outside of one eye to simulate a tear and show distress.  Before the 

make-up was applied, both female mannequins were identical.  However, with different 

color wigs and make-up, each mannequin emerged with a different persona.  To 

complete the overall effect, the suffragist is loosely covered with a dirty muslin throw 

that has been stained with tea, brown and red paint to look like blood to communicate 

the repetitive nature of the horrific act with the need to minimize clean-up after the 

process.   

 
        The prison matron is Mrs. Herndon.   Herndon’s position was to oversee the 

female prisoners and report to Superintendent Whittaker of the Occoquan Workhouse 

on the behavior and discipline of the female inmates.  According to Doris Steven’s 

book, Jailed for Freedom, this character played a prominent role in the lives of the 

suffragists at the Workhouse.  The prison matron supported and assisted the doctor in 

procedures like force-feeding, while admonishing the prisoner for insubordination.  The 

matron mannequin is modeled after Mrs. Herndon.  The matron’s dress reflects her 

position of strict observance to cultural rules and conduct in society.  She is severe in 

appearance and her dress was designed to reflect this severity (shown in Exhibit P).  

Her dress is in two parts, the top blouse is light grey and the bottom skirt is black in 

color that is typical of a working woman of modest socio-economic means in 1917. 

Keeping in mind the matron’s station, her dress was determined not to be of the high  
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fashion of the day but of a style a few years earlier. For inspiration on the skirt and 

blouse for the matron (See Exhibit Q).  A skirt in 1917 would have been made out of 

wool.  Today, pure wool is priced at $21 a yard and would have required four yards of 

material.  This cost was determined to be priced too high for the exhibit budget. 

Therefore, a polyester blend with a tight woven texture similar to the weight of wool in 

a flat black color, at $4 per yard, was considered a satisfactory alternative.  The length 

of the skirt was a bit tricky, as skirt styles and lengths changed quite a bit during this 

time period.  The decision of length was important, since the matron’s fashion is 

distinct and sets the time period for the exhibit.  The skirt design chosen was typical of 

the time; a 6-gored, tightly form-fitting waist flowing to a swinging hemline about 4 

inches from the floor showing her boot and ankle.  The waistband was fashioned with a 

front yoke to give the skirt a subtle detail to accentuate her waist.  Cotton batting was 

added to the butt, hips and breast of the matron mannequin to give her a more shapely 

body to complete the model look of the time.  This type of dress is a reproduction of the 

apparel that would have been worn by Mrs. Herndon and accurately reflects this 

historical time.  

 
      The light grey cotton blend blouse of the matron is buttoned up the front with a 

high neck.  The blouse is accented with lace and a threaded stitch design on the placket 

and collar. The light grey color conveys the seriousness of her position and the detail of 

the lace and stitching gives an understated femininity. The shoulders on the blouse have 

a pronounced puffiness to give height made out of a tight gathering of material flowing 

into a sleeve with a wide narrow cuff at the wrist. With the addition of pleats down the  
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front of the bodice, these details create an hourglass shape on a woman that was 

common during 1917.   Her light brown hair with blond and grey highlights is long and 

wrapped in a tight knot on top of her head to further emphasize her austere manner.   

Her ankle boots are black and are historically accurate to the style of 1917.  There is a 

modest one-inch heel and subtle detail on the boot (See Exhibit R).    To make the 

matron look sterner, antique glasses were donated to the exhibit and dark eye shadow 

was applied to her eyes and forehead to give the impression of a furrowed brow. To 

properly position the matron, the mannequin’s head was severed to make her body 

position believable in the display.  A cardboard tube was inserted to steady the head 

and chest and then duct taped together under the blouse.  The matron is holding up the 

funnel (See Exhibit S) with the tubing with her right hand and with her left hand in a 

higher position; she is pouring the liquid from a pitcher (See Exhibit T) into the funnel.  

Both the funnel and the pitcher are made of tin and were purchased at Iron Horse 

Antiques in Manassas, Virginia.  Not only is tin historically accurate for 1917, but it is 

lightweight for the mannequin to hold.  A chamber pot was purchased and placed on 

the floor to enhance the believably of the display. The suffragist would have likely used 

a chamber pot to be sick in from being force-fed.  On the floor, beside the matron, is a 

tin bowl of egg shells and white lotion in a glass bottle of the time period to represent 

milk for added realism.  A gob of glue was applied from the pitcher to the funnel to 

simulate egg whites running over the pitcher into the funnel. White and orange paint 

was painted on the glue to represent part of the yoke and residue from milk. This should 

add a certain “yuck” factor for younger visitors.   
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   Dr. Gannon would have lived either on-site or just off-site of the prison, since he 

administered the forced-feeding to each suffragist three times a day.  Dr. Gannon would 

have also been considered prosperous.  A suit of today can be simply altered to be a 

historically accurate for the time.  The jacket of a suit was called a sack coat in 1917 

(See Exhibit U).  It had four buttons about five inches apart with a lapel that was very 

narrow. The Salvation Army Thrift Clothing Store carries a wide variety of suits that 

could adapted to the time period, so altering a suit instead of sewing one was the most 

economical decision.  The Edwardian era male of 1917 would have worn a pinstripe 

suit.  Therefore, a white pinstripe blue wool suit with matching vest at the Salvation 

Army thrift store was a perfect find for Dr. Gannon.  Plain flat blue wool pants were 

found to match.  The pants were altered so that they would be very narrow fitting 

against the leg with a central crease and hem breaking at the ankle.  A typical dress 

shirt of the time was white, so a white dress shirt was purchased with a sixteen-inch 

neck.   The collar was replaced with a high stiff collar in accordance with the time.  A 

navy tie was purchased with a white diagonal pin stripe. This type of tie is a good 

historic representation of the fashion for men in 1917.   

 
  At the Salvation Army, I also found black leather lace up shoes that were a very 

good representation of shoes of the period for the male mannequin (See Exhibit V).  

Together with socks, the mannequin in the exhibit is in conservative attire with a gold 

watch chain tucked in each pocket of the vest.   This watch chain implies the prosperity 

of the doctor. A short brown wig was purchased on E-bay.  The doctor had a very short 

hair style, parted in the middle and styled so that his hair laid flat to his face in the style  
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of men of that era. This effect was accomplished with hair gel. The mannequin already 

had a haunting face but he needed his hands repainted and his face retouched with 

make-up.  The mannequin’s mustache was made of plaster and was in terrible shape.  

Extra hair from his brown wig was formed and glued into a handlebar mustache that 

covered the plaster mustache very well. The doctor’s hair and mustache are key 

features in conveying the time period to museum visitors.   His arms were severed at 

the elbows, filled with rolled up newspapers and placed into position with duct tape so 

he could hold the suffragist’s head with one hand and the tube with the other. Red paint 

to indicate blood was smeared on the thumb and forefinger of the mannequin’s right 

hand to visually connect the doctor to the suffragist and to further enhance the 

appearance of a struggle to get the tube in the suffragist’s nose (See Exhibit W).  

 
       The male mannequin is made of fiberglass and had a horrible odor when the arms 

were sawed in half. To deal with the odor, we wrapped a handkerchief around our 

mouth and held our breath as long as we could until the operation was over.  Once the 

male mannequin was placed next to the suffragist in her chair, the best placement of Dr. 

Gannon was for him to stand behind, instead of kneeling beside the suffragist.  Placing 

the doctor in a standing position seemed more imposing and intimidating.  A metal 

stand with a rod duct taped to his leg gave the doctor added stability to stand.  The male 

mannequin’s face looks straight at the museum visitor when the museum visitor is 

viewing the exhibit.  His strange haunting look is very effective in communicating his 

role in the exhibit.  To reinforce the appearance of this horrible task, the doctor is not 

wearing his suit jacket.  The visitor will get the sense that the doctor is ready to conduct  
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this procedure with just his shirt and vest on, making the exhibit, again, more realistic. 

These costume reproductions in the display are historically accurate and will help to 

transport the visitor back to 1917 to better understand the ordeal of the suffragists (See 

Exhibit X). 

 
    

                         Sound and Lighting 
 
      The re-creation of the suffragist’s voices recalling their experiences during the 

ordeal may provide the museum visitor with a deeper richer appreciation of the event.  

Thirty percent of learners are auditory learners, so this can be an effective way to make 

a lasting impression on visitors who learn by listening (TASC website). Derek Kelly, an 

avid electronics expert, volunteered to design and build the sound system.  The 

electronics were painstakingly labeled, soldered and installed in the upper shelf of the 

exhibit cabinet and are located behind a baffle framing constructed of wood and brown 

felt. The sound system is provided by two six-channel discrete digital voice-storage 

modules. Each six -channel voice-storage module provides 90 seconds of recorded 

voice in programmable message lengths.  Voice talent was solicited and recorded on a 

digital recorder. The recorded files were exported to a computer where editing of the 

files was done through an audio program. The completed files were edited to meet both 

the content and the timing limitations of the equipment and then were delivered to the 

microphone inputs of the modules. Each module supports two suffragists. Four push-

button electrical switches were installed and connected to the activation switches 

mounted adjacent to the pictures of the suffragists.   The switches are spring-loaded                      
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devices of the type commonly used to activate a residential doorbell.  Three-quarter 

inch holes were drilled in the top of the wood and the switches secured with screws 

were wired to the activation terminals of the two modules that select the voices.  Each 

of the two modules is also connected to a separate speaker mounted behind the baffle.  

Operating  power to satisfy the  extremely low  power requirements of the voice 

modules is supplied by a single 12 volt  sealed,  lead-acid battery.  This self-contained 

power eliminates the need for external “house” power to the display and the logistical 

considerations with locating a wall outlet and routing the cable. The life expectancy of 

this device is projected to be two years depending on the level of usage.  The battery 

power supply will need to be charged once every six months.         

 
         The effective use of lighting can be instrumental in enhancing the intensity of the 

display for the museum visitor.   Unfortunately, the lighting at the Workhouse museum 

is artificial consisting of two fluorescent lighting tracks running vertically down the 

room, which cannot be altered.  When the museum is moved, late in 2010, to Building 

#2 incorporating more than 7500 square feet, track lighting and special display lighting 

are going to be installed to highlight the individual exhibits in the main exhibit room 

and in each jail cell where “Torture at the Workhouse” will be located.  In the 

meantime, when the museum is closed and the room is dark, an uplight will be placed 

in front of the exhibit to draw the attention of passing visitors through the window.  

This effect will give an eerie feel to the exhibit and should provoke their sense of 

curiosity to return during open museum hours. 
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                    Suffrage Exhibit Display Script  
 
      Museum standards stipulate that a script for an exhibit should be integral to the 

event and engage visitors. The script for the force-feeding exhibit was drawn from the 

suffragists’ own direct quotes found in Doris Stevens’ book, Jailed for Freedom.  The 

dialogue is in keeping with the integrity of their accounts.  In a museum, “dynamism of 

the event can be recreated through the use of dramatization, voice, and storytelling” 

(Lord and Lord 404).  To communicate a deeper richer experience for the museum 

visitor the actresses needed to really internalize the injustice and determination of the 

suffragists.  Most of the information about what the suffragists were feeling and 

experiencing was communicated verbally at the recording session. However, the black 

text does provide some cursory information about these suffragists to the actresses to 

set the tone for the recording. Each actress ran through her script several times.  The 

later recording was always the one selected as the actress grew more comfortable 

expressing the emotional state of the suffragist making the dialogue that much more 

compelling (See Exhibit Y).  From a Women’s Studies perspective, giving voice to 

these suffragists and drawing out their more compelling quotes personalizes the event 

and makes it more impactful for museum visitors.   

 
                                        Timeline 
 

        With little historical evidence, the material and intellectual choices to develop the 

exhibit’s content was a daunting task.  I did extensive photographic research to grasp 

the costuming and workhouse atmosphere for this time period.  To keep the project 

progressing I developed my own checklist for historical artifacts or historically  
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representative reproductions needed for the exhibit with notations about whether it was 

purchased or donated, purchase price and reasoning behind the acquisition (See Exhibit    

Z).  This inventory list helped me to stay organized, since I had never taken on a project 

this large.   I also provided the museum committee with updates at their monthly 

meetings.  The priority in my timeline was to acquire the mannequins first, then the 

costumes, and lastly the artifacts.  Assembling the talent to complete this project was in 

itself quite a learning experience. There were several people who promised help that 

failed to come through.  Judi Flowers, one of the costume and set designers of Iron 

Jawed Angels (2003), a HBO movie, offered assist me on period costuming.  After that 

initial meeting, I never heard from her again.  Prof. Howard Kurtz with GMU offered to 

approach students to do the make-up and set design and they each backed out of the 

project.  Those were tense times. Luckily, my good fortune prevailed and a very 

talented friend, Audrey Joy, offered to help me with the costume and set design and 

Derek Kelly, lent his talents in electronics to engineer the sound system.  I found those 

with a vested interest in my success were most helpful to me on this project.   

 
        On March 29th the display was installed while the museum was closed.  The jail 

cell façade had to be built on-site and that took about five hours. The exhibit was 

unveiled to the public on March 31st, 2010 at the Occoquan Workhouse Museum at the 

Lorton Arts Foundation in Lorton, Virginia in building # 9.  The grand opening of the 

exhibit took place on April 10th, 2010.  That night, 230 people came through to view 

the new addition to the museum, and it was well-received by the general public.      
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  Exhibit Self Evaluation: Successes & Disappointments 
 

  
In the creation of this project there were limitations involved in the research, 

design, construction and presentation of the display.  One such limitation concerned 

the integration of the various disciplines in my project: History, Political Science, 

Theater Arts and Museum Studies, of which I was not as knowledgeable.  However, 

focusing on the subject matter helped to synthesize each lens to bring this exhibit to 

fruition.  The exhibit display is a culmination of these perspectives and is 

communicated through subtle design elements that would not have been achieved 

with a single disciplinary approach.  To overcome my limitations with the 

concentrations Museum Studies and Theatre Arts, I toured the Manassas Museum 

and the National Firearms Museum to evaluate the presentations of their exhibits.  

This investigation and meeting with the Philip Schreier bridged the academic 

weakness that could not be articulated in scholarly materials for these disciplines.  

An informal analysis of presentation styles with the more financially strapped 

Manassas Museum together with the more prosperous National Firearms Museum 

gave me confidence that I could produce a professional exhibit on a minimal 

budget.   

 
An additional limitation was in developing the exhibit text.  To communicate 

the interdisciplinary knowledge I now possessed from these disciplinary 

perspectives of the event into a clear and concise text consisting of no more than 75 

words to a museum visitor can be compared to taking a large elephant and trimming 

it down to a quick and speedy mouse. It was an arduous process.  I communicated  
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the core message, but there was so much more information I would have liked to 

have included.  On top of developing the text was the decision to best present that 

text to a visitor.  The presentation of the text was revised numerous times to find the 

right format to convey the information for the visitor, exhibit, and museum.   

 
The effective structuring and merging of the intellectual and material content to 

provide visitors with the fullest possible understanding and appreciation of the 

event was foremost in my mind in the development process.  Each moment in 

creating the display had to be thought through taking into consideration each factor: 

budget, museum committee, spatial awareness, historic integrity, cohesiveness, 

talent and the exhibit design team.  Fortunately, much of the design and 

construction of the exhibit were in line with all of these factors. Creating the 

costumes and dressing the mannequins made the exhibit come to life giving me 

shivers when each mannequin’s personality and role emerged. One aspect I wanted 

to incorporate was animatronics or motion to the suffragist mannequin in the 

display, but after meeting with the Robotics Club at George Mason University the 

cost far exceeded the limitations of my exhibit budget.  Hopefully, this feature can 

be added at a later date. 

 
Growing up I did not have a strong female role model.  This project provides 

me that connection which gave me the self-confidence to create the force-feeding 

exhibit, so others can benefit from this knowledge. I was very happy with the 

overall aesthetic of the display. The mannequins, the costuming, and the artifacts  
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encased in the faux jail cell effectively convey the suffragists’ experience in 1917 to 

the general public.  The museum committee was also pleased.  The exhibit is 

considered a permanent display and will be moved into an actual cell with the rest 

of the museum into building #2.  The sound display with the script of the 

suffragists’ narration and dialogue was also impactful to visitors, which was very 

exciting to witness. I was told by Irma Clifton that the new Board Chairman of the 

Lorton Arts Foundation was impressed with the force-feeding exhibit and even 

recommended I do a tri-fold pamphlet with the picture of my exhibit on the front 

cover for museum visitors. I am pleased that I could help the committee 

communicate the value of the museum to the Board Chairman.  This 

acknowledgement was a true measure of my success.  I will create the brochure 

after I graduate from George Mason University. There were many anxious times in 

creating this large project, but I worked though the problems and found solutions.  

Knowing the exhibit will be viewed by thousands of visitors and help educate and 

acknowledge these extraordinary suffragists makes me feel quite proud.  

 
 

                                            Conclusion 
 
    The last six months of 1917 proved to be a pivotal time in American 

history. Many of the 120 suffragists sent to the D.C. Jail and Occoquan Workhouse 

including: Alice Paul, Lucy Burns, Rose Winslow and Mrs. Dora Lewis fasted in 

the hard-fought battle for women’s suffrage and social justice.  One of the 

government doctors at the Occoquan Workhouse stated, “This is the most  
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magnificent sacrifice I have ever seen made for a principle” (Stevens 126).  It was 

clear to President Wilson that these women were willing to starve themselves to 

death in their fight for liberty. The suffragists’ discipline and determination proved 

they could not be broken.   The strategy of picketing, being arrested and fasting 

initiated by the National Woman’s Party was integral in achieving women’s 

suffrage when an analysis of the timing of President Wilson’s support is examined.  

Drawing on my interdisciplinary field of Women’s Social Movement, which 

synthesizes the concentrations of Women’s Studies and Sociology, along with the 

disciplines History, Political Science, Theater Arts and Museum Studies, I created 

an exhibit to memorialize these suffragists.  The exhibit showing a suffragist being 

forcibly fed in 1917 for museum visitors today was best accomplished with a 

Women’s Social Movement concentration. The other discipline perspectives did 

enhance the project and was communicated in the design of the exhibit in subtle but 

important ways.  Rose Winslow’s wrote, “God knows, we don’t want other women 

ever to have to do this over again.” (Grunwald and Adler 485).  I believe I was 

successful filling this educational gap in Women’s history by bringing my 

Women’s Social Movement lens to enhance the general public’s knowledge with an 

exhibit.  This event has never before been highlighted in a museum.  My hope is to 

have women identify with these brave suffragists and through this exhibit value 

their citizenship and see the benefit of a collective effort. I am both humbled and 

honored to have been given the opportunity to work on this project that 

commemorates the courage, determination and sacrifice of these suffragists and  
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their pivotal role in the Suffrage Movement for the Occoquan Workhouse Museum 

in Lorton, Virginia.                                                                                 
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