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Inquiry Question: Could there have been a path to universal suffrage after the Civil War? 
Why or why not?
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Introduction: Reconstruction and Suffrage 
Reconstruction (1865–1877) was a turbulent era of rebuilding following the Civil War during which Southern 
states were reunified with the Union. During Reconstruction the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments—known 
collectively as the “Reconstruction Amendments”—were ratified. 

The 15th Amendment, third of the Reconstruction Amendments, granted African American men the right 
to vote. It was passed by Congress on February 26, 1869, and ratified on February 3, 1870. The 15th 
Amendment was seen as the culmination and fulfillment of the hard work and struggles of a number of 
diverse groups of people. While many in those groups agreed on the 13th Amendment, which ended slavery, 
and the 14th Amendment, which made all people born or naturalized in the United States citizens and 
guaranteed them “equal protection of the laws,” there was much disagreement about the extension of voting 
rights.   

The groups largely agreed on the concept of the extension of voting rights but disagreed about to whom 
the rights would be extended. Many women’s rights advocates felt that the time had come to push for 
universal suffrage—extending the right to vote to all adult citizens, both men and women. Women’s suffrage 
activists had largely put aside their political activism during the Civil War in order to support the Union war 
effort. The most powerful organization promoting female suffrage at this time was the American Equal 
Rights Association (AERA), which was composed of veteran activists such as Lucy Stone, Susan B. Anthony, 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Lucretia Mott, Sojourner Truth, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Frederick 
Douglass.

The 15th Amendment, first proposed in 1868, promised voting rights to men, regardless of race or previous 
enslavement. Leaders of AERA were opposed to the proposed amendment because it did not include voting 
rights for women. Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, White women who were leaders in the 
women’s suffrage movement, resented the idea that Black men would achieve the vote before them. They 
often used racist language in their speeches and writings. Black leaders like Francis Ellen Watkins Harper 
and Frederick Douglass argued that it was imperative for African American men to be guaranteed the 
right to vote immediately. This led to a split in the organization between those who advocated for women’s 
suffrage and those who advocated for the suffrage of Black men. A third group including notable Black 
women suffragists such as Mary Ann Shadd Cary and Sojourner Truth argued for universal suffrage of all 
adults regardless of gender or race. In 1869, AERA dissolved and the women’s right movement split into two 
groups. 

Despite this conflict, the 15th Amendment guaranteeing African American men the right to vote, was ratified 
on February 3, 1870. In addition to enfranchising previously enslaved men in the South, the 15th Amendment 
enfranchised over 146,000 African American men in Northern states that restricted Black voting. For a time, 
the 15th Amendment led to some dramatic electoral successes for African Americans—600 African American 
state legislators, 14 Congressmen, 2 U.S. Senators, and thousands of judges and sheriffs were elected. 
African Americans also gained important political and organizational skills while voting in these years.1 

This victory, however, was short lived. Some state and local governments implemented laws and policies, 
formal and informal, putting up voting barriers for African American men. Those practices, known as Jim 
Crow laws, included poll taxes (money voters had to pay to vote), literacy tests, and grandfather clauses. 
Grandfather clauses waived voting restrictions for descendants of men voting before the Civil War. Some 
states passed restrictions that prevented Black voters from voting but not their White counterparts. In some 
locations, intimidation and brute force also kept Black men away from the polls. It would not be until the 
passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965, that the majority of African Americans were truly free to vote in 
large numbers.
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Universal Suffrage
Source A: “A Petition for Universal Suffrage” to Congress (1866)2 
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Source A Transcription:

To the Senate and House of  Representatives:

 The undersigned, Women of  the United States, respectfully ask an amendment of  the Constitution that shall 
prohibit the several States from disfranchising any of  their citizens on the ground of  sex.

	 In	making	our	demand	for	Suffrage,	we	would	call	your	attention	to	the	fact	that	we	represent	fifteen	million	
people—one half  of  the entire population of  the country—intelligent, virtuous, native-born American citizens; and 
yet stand outside the pale of  political recognition.

 The Constitution classes us as “free people,” and counts us whole persons in the basis of  representation; and 
yet are we governed without our consent, compelled to pay taxes without appeal, and punished for violations of  law 
without choice of  judge or juror.

 The experience of  all ages, the Declarations of  the Fathers, the Statute Laws of  our own day, and the fearful 
revolution through which we have just passed, all prove the uncertain tenure of  life, liberty and property so long as the 
ballot—the only weapon of  self-protection—is not in the hand of  every citizen.

 Therefore, as you are now amending the Constitution, and, in harmony with advancing civilization, placing 
new safeguards round the individual rights of  four millions of  emancipated slaves, we ask that you extend the right 
of 	Suffrage	to	Woman—the	only	remaining	class	of 	disfranchised	citizens—and	thus	fulfill	your	Constitutional	
obligation “to Guarantee to every State in the Union a Republican form of  Government.”

 As all partial application of  Republican principles must ever breed a complicated legislation as well as a 
discontented people, we would pray your Honorable Body, in order to simplify the machinery of  government and 
ensure domestic tranquillity, that you legislate hereafter for persons, citizens, tax-payers, and not for class or caste.

 For justice and equality your petitioners will ever pray.

Source A Information: Pennsylvania Congressman Thaddeus Stephens presented this petition to fellow 
members of the House of Representatives in January 1866, less than one year after the end of the Civil War. 
Stephens was a leader in the Radical Reconstruction movement, which passed legislation and constitutional 
amendments to guarantee rights to African Americans. This petition is signed by women’s suffrage leaders, 
including Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and Lucy Stone.

Questions to Consider for Source A: 

1. Observe: What words do you notice first in this source? 

2. Reflect: What was the purpose of this petition? Who signed this petition? Are there any suffrage leaders 
missing from the signatures list that you might have expected? What could be the reason for their 
absence?

3. Question: What questions do you have about this source? 
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Suffrage Movement Split
Source B: “We Are All Bound Up Together” Speech by Francis Ellen Watkins Harper (1866)3 

Speech Excerpts:4

“…We are all bound up together in one great bundle of  humanity, and society cannot trample on the weakest and 
feeblest of  its members without receiving the curse in its own soul. You tried that in the case of  the negro. You 
pressed him down for two centuries; and in doing so you crippled the moral strength and paralyzed the spiritual 
energies of  the white men of  the country…”

“I do not believe that giving women the ballot is immediately going to cure all the ills of  life. I do not believe that 
white women are dew-drops just exhaled from the skies. I think that like men they may be divided into three classes, 
the good, the bad, and the indifferent….”

“You white women speak here of  rights. I speak of  wrongs. I, as a colored woman, have had in this country an 
education which as made me feel as if  I were in the situation of  Ishmael, my hand against every man, and every man’s 
hand against me. Let me go tomorrow morning and take my seat in one of  your street cars…and the conductor will 
put up his hand and stop the car rather than let me ride…”

Source B Information: Francis Ellen Watkins Harper was a poet, speaker, and civil rights activist. This 
speech was delivered at the May 1866 National Women’s Rights Convention in New York, which was also 
attended by famous suffragettes Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, and Lucretia Mott. The day after 
Harper delivered this speech, the American Equal Rights Association (AERA) members at the convention met 
to decide how to work for suffrage for African Americans and women. This led to a split in the organization, 
with some disagreeing about whether the organization should support the 15th Amendment, which only 
extended suffrage regardless of “race, color or previous servitude” and did not mention gender. Harper and 
Frederick Douglass worked with other advocates to create the American Woman Suffrage Association, which 
supported the 15th Amendment.5 
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Source C: “Manhood Suffrage” from The Revolution (1868)6
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Glossary of terms from the source: 

• ascendant: rising in power
• aggrandizing: increasing the power or status of something or someone 
• antagonism: strong dislike between people
• propitiated: won or regained the favor of (a god, spirit, or person) by doing something that pleases them

Questions to Consider for Sources B and C:

1. Observe: What do you notice first about each source? What do you know about these sources just from 
looking at them?

2. Reflect: How do the authors differ on their opinion of the proposed 15th Amendment? Do you think 
that their differences led to conflict? Why or why not? Do you think either author would support universal 
suffrage? Use evidence from the sources to explain your answer.

3. Question: What questions do you have about these sources? 
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Views on Suffrage During Reconstruction
Source D: Quotes from Frederick Douglass, Mark Twain, Wendell Phillips, and Susan B. Anthony7

Source D Information: 
• Frederick Douglass (1817/1818–1895) was civil rights leader and abolitionist. Prior to the Civil War, 

Douglass collaborated with other women’s suffrage leaders, like Elizabeth Cady Stanton, to support 
universal suffrage. When the 15th Amendment was being debated after the Civil War, Douglass and 
others split with Stanton’s group over their support for the amendment. 

• Mark Twain (1835–1910) was a well-known writer and speaker. His most famous works include The 
Adventures of Tom Sawyer and its sequel, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Twain was a strong supporter 
of the anti-slavery movement, but his views on women’s suffrage changed over time. By the early 1900s, 
Twain widely shared his views in support of the movement.8 

“I do not see how anyone can pretend that there is the same urgency in giving the ballot to 
woman as to the negro. With us, the question is a matter of life and death, at least, in fifteen 
States of the Union. When women, because they are women, are hunted down through the cities 
of New York and New Orleans…when they are in danger of having their homes burnt down over 
their heads; when their children are not allowed to enter schools; then they will have an urgency 
to obtain the ballot equal to our own.” – Frederick Douglass (1869)

“I think I could write a pretty strong argument in favor of female suffrage, but I do not want to do 
it. I never want to see the women voting, and gabbling about politics, and electioneering. There 
is something revolting in the thought. It would shock me inexpressibly for an angel to come down 
from above and ask me to take a drink with him…; but it would shock me still more to see one 
of our blessed earthly angels peddling elections tickets among a mob of shabby scoundrels she 
never saw before.” – Mark Twain (1867)

“As Abraham Lincoln said, ‘One war at a time’; so I say, one question at a time. This hour 
belongs to the negro.” – Wendell Phillips (1865)

“If you will not give the whole loaf of suffrage to the entire people, give it to the most intelligent 
first. If intelligence, justice, and morality are to have precedence in government, let the question 
of women brought up first and that of the negro last…Mr. Douglass talks about the wrongs of 
the negro; but will all the outrages that he today suffers, he would not exchange his sex and 
take the place of Elizabeth Cady Stanton.” – Susan B. Anthony (1869)
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• Wendell Phillips (1811–1884) was a civil rights advocate and lawyer. 

• Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906) was a women’s suffragist, activist, and publisher of The Revolution, a 
newspaper that advocated for women’s rights and other social causes.

Questions to Consider for Source D:

1. Observe: What do you notice first about each photograph and quote? What do you know about these 
people just from looking at them?

2. Reflect: What might each of these people think about the likelihood of universal suffrage in the late 
1800s? Use evidence from the quotes to support your response. 

3. Question: What questions do you have about these photographs and quotes? 
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Ratification of the 15th Amendment
Source E: “All Men Free and Equal...” Article Excerpt (1870)9

Source E Information: This is an excerpt from an article entitled, “All men free and equal.: The XVth 
amendment proclaimed.” It was published in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1870. This excerpt was followed 
by a “Message from the President” in which President Ulysses S. Grant proclaimed that the adoption of the 
15th Amendment “completes the greatest civil change, and constitutes the most important event that has 
occurred since the nation came into life.” The 15th Amendment was ratified on February 3, 1870, when the 
United States consisted of 37 states.10 

Questions to Consider for Source E:

1. Observe: What do you notice first about this source? 

2. Reflect: In your own words, what do Sections 1 and 2 provide? What conclusions can you make about 
the states that did and did not vote to ratify the 15th Amendment? How difficult is it to get an amendment 
proposed and ratified? Use evidence from the source to support your response. 

3. Question: What questions do you have about this source?



© 2022 Street Law, Inc. 11

Reconstruction and SuffrageLegalTimelines.org Inquiry Pack

Inquiry Question
Could there have been a path to universal suffrage in the years after the Civil War? Why or why 
not? 

Use the sources above and the timeline to support your answer. 



© 2022 Street Law, Inc. 12

Reconstruction and SuffrageLegalTimelines.org Inquiry Pack

Extension Inquiry Question
Examine the extension sources, which range from the reaction to the 15th Amendment’s passage to voting 
during the Jim Crow Era to the Voting Rights Act of 1965. 

What does this set of documents tell you about the impact of the 15th Amendment? 

Find one additional primary source document that can add to the story about the effect of the 15th 
Amendment and explain how your document fits into the set.
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Extension Source F: “The Fifteenth Amendment” Lithograph by Thomas Kelly (1870)11

Source F Information: This lithograph with watercolor shows a parade surrounded by portraits and 
vignettes of Black life, illustrating rights granted by the 15th Amendment. It was published and printed by 
Thomas Kelly circa 1870. 
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Extension Source G: “To the Colored Men of Voting Age in the Southern States” Pamphlet (1900)12

Source G Information: The origins of this pamphlet are largely unknown. It was printed by “Press of E. A. 
Wright” in Philadelphia, PA, circa 1900. The pamphlet is known by two titles: “To the colored men of voting 
age in the southern states” and “What a colored man should do to vote.”
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Extension Source H: The Voting Rights Act of 196513

Source H Information: The Voting Rights Act (VRA), also known as Public Law 89-110, was passed to 
enforce the 15th Amendment to the Constitution of the United States. The VRA was passed by the 89th 
Congress and was signed by President Lyndon B. Johnson on August 6, 1965. 
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