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Introduction: The Women’s Suffrage Movement
There have always been requirements to be eligible to vote in the United States. Throughout history they have 
ranged from identity requirements (e.g., gender, race, citizenship status, age, etc.) to residency requirements 
to wealth requirements and more. What, if any, requirements should voters be mandated to meet in the 
United States?

Even in the earliest democracies in human history, including ancient Athens and ancient Rome, women 
did not have the right to vote. At the country’s founding in 1776, just one state allowed women the right to 
vote. When its state constitution was adopted, New Jersey granted the right to vote to any property-owning 
inhabitant who lived in the state and was of age to vote. This included single women who owned property, 
but not married women who could not own property. By the early 1800s, however, New Jersey amended its 
state constitution, beginning a long period when women were unable to vote nationwide. 

The women’s suffrage movement in the United States arose out of a larger international movement for 
women’s rights. First, women began to establish themselves as active political participants by publishing 
political essays and books, engaging in public speaking, and participating in political conferences. Many 
women became active in politics through the abolitionist movement to end slavery. In 1839, after much 
debate, women were accepted as members of the American Anti-Slavery Society, after an intense debate 
that split the organization apart. Famous women’s rights activists like Sojourner Truth, Lucretia Mott, and 
Susan B. Anthony were leaders in the anti-slavery movement. 

In 1848, the Seneca Falls Convention was held in New York. Organized by Lucretia Mott, activist Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, and other Quaker social activists, it was the first major women’s rights convention. One of the 
most contentious resolutions of the convention was the one demanding women’s right to vote. The resolution 
was only adopted after Frederick Douglass, former enslaved person and leader in the abolitionist movement, 
strongly endorsed it. Several state and national conventions followed and the movement for women’s 
suffrage gained steam nationwide. 

The ratification of the 15th Amendment led to divisions between the abolitionist and women’s suffrage 
movements. Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton opposed the passage of the amendment, which 
would prohibit the federal and state governments from denying a citizen’s right to vote based on race but 
did not extend the right to vote to women. They used racist language to claim that Black men were less 
intelligent than White women and thus their voting rights should not be prioritized. Frances Ellen Watkins 
Harper, an advocate for Black women’s’ rights, highlighted the particular challenge of being a Black woman 
in this argument, saying, “You White women speak here of rights. I speak of wrongs. I, as a colored woman, 
have had in this country an education which has made me feel as if…my hand [is] against every man, and 
every man’s hand against me.”

Because passing voting requirement laws are mostly left up to the states, several states and territories, 
particularly in the West, began granting women the right to vote. The first place to do so was the Territory of 
Wyoming, in 1870. The territories of Utah, Washington, and Montana would grant women the right to vote 
over the next 17 years. Wyoming was admitted to the Union in 1890 and thus became the first state to grant 
women the right to vote. There were several reasons these territories (and eventually states) granted women 
the right to vote prior to the ratification of the 19th Amendment. One reason was some White politicians’ 
opposition to the 15th Amendment and Black men’s suffrage. They believed that giving White women the 
right to vote would grant more political power to White people. (Although women of color were not explicitly 
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excluded from the right to vote in Wyoming, the state put literacy test requirements into place that kept 
women of color from voting.) Another reason to grant women the right to vote was to draw women out to the 
territories and thus increase population. 

By 1918, pressure to grant women the right to vote nationwide had reached a fever pitch. Fifteen states had 
granted voting rights to women, and there were coordinated efforts across the country by women’s suffrage 
groups like the National American Woman Suffrage Association. Over the span of just two years filled with 
contentious debates and multiple votes on proposed amendments, the 19th Amendment was eventually 
passed in Congress and sent to the states for ratification. Though some state legislatures quickly ratified the 
amendment, there was much resistance. In August 1920, after nearly a year of state ratification debates, 
Tennessee became the final ratification needed to add the amendment to the Constitution. 

Many women’s suffrage activists viewed the ratification of the amendment as a complete success. However, 
state constitutions and state policies barred many women of color from voting, despite the amendment’s 
passage. Native American and Asian American women were ineligible for citizenship at the amendment’s 
passage. Poll taxes and literacy tests kept African American women and Latinas from voting. As a result, 
millions of women continued to be disenfranchised after the passage of the 19th Amendment. 

Still, many argue that the ratification of the 19th Amendment was a success. The question remains: to what 
degree was it a success for all women?
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Success in the Women’s Suffrage Movement
Source A: “The Awakening” Illustration by Henry Mayer (1915)1

Source A Information: This illustration was created by Henry Mayer, a German American cartoonist who 
lived in New York when this drawing was published. The image depicts a walking representation of the Statue 
of Liberty, with the words “Votes for Women” written on her clothing. She is standing in the Western states 
and territories, where more than 4 million women already had the right to vote and is pointing toward states 
in the East, where women still did not have that right at the time. Below the image is the following poem by 
Alice Duer Miller about women’s suffrage: 

Look forward, women, always; utterly cast away

The memory of  hate and struggle and bitterness;

Bonds may endure for a night, but freedom comes with the day,

And the free must remember nothing less.

Forget the strife; remember those who strove—

The first defeated women, gallant and few,

Who gave us hope, as a mother gives us love,

Forget them not, and this remember, too:
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How at the later call to come forth and unite,

Women untaught, uncounselled, alone and apart,

Rank upon rank came forth in unguessed might,

Each one answering the call of  her own wise heart.

They came from toil and want, from leisure and ease,

Those who knew only life, and learned women of  fame,

Girls and the mothers of  girls, and the mothers of  these,

No one knew whence or how, but they came, they came.

The faces of  some were stern, and some were gay,

And some were pale with the terror of  unreal dangers;

But their hearts knew this : that hereafter come what may,

Women to women would never again be strangers.

– Alice Duer Miller



© 2022 Street Law, Inc. 6

A Victory for All?: Inclusion and Exclusion in the Women’s Suffrage MovementLegalTimelines.org Inquiry Pack

Source B: Joint Resolution Proposing an Amendment to the Constitution Extending the Right of 
Suffrage to Women (1919)2

Source B Information: The 19th Amendment was proposed in Congress in 1919 and finally ratified after 
contentious fights among many state legislatures in August 1920. Though the amendment should have 
enfranchised 26 million American women at the time, many women of color, including Black women, Latinas, 
Asian American women, and Native American women were denied the vote through discriminatory state 
voting requirements like poll taxes and literacy tests.



© 2022 Street Law, Inc. 7

A Victory for All?: Inclusion and Exclusion in the Women’s Suffrage MovementLegalTimelines.org Inquiry Pack

Questions to Consider for Sources A and B: 

1. Observe: What do you notice first about each of the sources? What voting requirements are mentioned 
in each of the sources?

2. Reflect: What successes in the women’s suffrage movement do these two sources depict? Do the 
sources (and source information) depict any challenges or failures of the movement? If so, which ones?

3. Question: What questions do you have about these sources?
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Questioning Success
Source C: Photograph of Dr. Mabel P. Lee (1920)3

Source C Information: This image of Dr. Mabel P. Lee was from the Bain News Service, a news picture 
agency that produced and distributed photographs worldwide. Dr. Lee was a Chinese immigrant who lived in 
New York City and helped lead one of the city’s suffrage parades in 1912. Because of the Chinese Exclusion 
Act of 1882, Dr. Lee was still unable to vote even after the 19th Amendment was ratified.  
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Source D: “What the Suffrage Amendment Really Is” Article in the The Independent (1920)4
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Source D Transcription:

WHAT THE SUFFRAGE  
AMENDMENT REALLY IS

Amendment Does Not Establish  
The Voting Qualification For  

Citizens

Gertrude Weil, president of  the North Carolina Equal Suffrage Association has issued a statement this week. She 
says:

“In view of  the general interest shown in woman suffrage and the ratification of  the proposed 19th amendment 
to the Federal Constitution, and in view of  the misconceptions on which much of  the discussion is based, it 
seems timely and fitting to state the exact wording of  the proposed amendment: 

“Section 1. The right of  citizens of  the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States 
or by any State on account of  sex. 
“Section 2. Congress shall have power to enforce this article by appropriate legislation to enforce the provisions 
of  this article.

“It will be clearly seen that this amendment will not establish the voting qualifications for citizens. It will be the 
function of  the States, as at present. It will enfranchise negro women on exactly the same terms as negro men are 
now enfranchised. It will also enfranchise white women on the same terms as white men are now enfranchised.

“The proposed amendment will give the United States no more power to enforce the negro woman’s right to vote 
than the United States now has to enforce the negro man’s right to vote.” 

Source D Information: When this article was published in July 1920, state legislatures across the country 
were debating or preparing to debate ratification of the 19th Amendment. North Carolina’s state legislature 
took up the debate in August 1920. At the time, 35 other states had ratified it and just one more state was 
needed to reach the two-thirds majority required of states in the passage of a constitutional amendment. 
The last two paragraphs of the article reveal common thinking among many women who pushed for the 19th 

Amendment’s ratification: that the Amendment would grant White women the right to vote, but that Black 
women (and other women of color) would be denied the right because of discriminatory state laws like poll 
tax requirements and literacy tests that disenfranchised Black men and women at the polls.   
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Source E: “An Open Letter to Woman Suffrage Leaders” Article in The Richmond Planet (1920)5

1 2
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Source E Information: This open letter (presented in three images) was published in September 1920, just 
one month after the ratification of the 19th Amendment. The Richmond Planet was a newspaper created by 
and for African Americans. The authors of the letter were leaders of the National Equal Rights League, an 
organization founded in the 1860s to abolish slavery and pursue equal rights for all, including the right to 
vote. Frederick Douglass was a founding member of the organization.

3
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Source F: “Facing Hard Truths About the League’s Origins” by Chris Carson and Virginia Kase of the 
League of Women Voters (2018)6
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Source F Information: The League of Women Voters was founded in 1920 to support women’s voting 
rights after the passage of the 19th Amendment. It formed as a result of the merger of two organizations: the 
National Council of Women Voters and the National American Woman Suffrage Association. The League’s 
major activities include registering and educating voters.

Questions to Consider for Sources C, D, E, and F:

1. Observe: What do you notice first about each of the sources? 

2. Reflect: How are these sources connected to one another? How do these sources depict conflicts 
within the women’s suffrage movement? What might these sources (and source information) tell us 
about the success of the 19th Amendment’s ratification? To what degree was the ratification of the 19th 
Amendment a success for all women?

3. Question: What questions do you have about these sources?
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Conflicting Interpretations of the Past
Source G: Excerpt from “History of Women’s Suffrage” (1886)7

Source G Information: History of Woman Suffrage is a book produced by several leaders of the women’s 
suffrage movement, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. It was published in several 
volumes from 1881 to 1922. This excerpt is from the preface of the third volume. It was written by Phoebe 
Couzins, who was active in the suffrage movement and one of the first female lawyers in the United States.

Source H: Quote from Dr. Lisa Tetrault (2020)8

Source H Information: Dr. Lisa Tetrault is an associate professor at Carnegie Melon University who 
specializes in the history of race, gender, and American democracy. This quote is from an interview with NBC 
News titled “Women’s suffrage myths and the lesser known women suffragists.”

Questions to Consider for Sources G and H:

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

2. Reflect: In what ways do these interpretations of the past conflict? Which interpretation of the women’s 
suffrage movement do you think is more reliable when it comes to interpreting the impact of the 19th 
Amendment on all women? Why?

3. Question: What questions do you have about these sources?
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Inquiry Question
To what degree was the ratification of the 19th Amendment a success for all women? 

Explain your answer using the timeline and available documents.
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Extension Inquiry Question
“The movement continued after 1920 for all of  the women who didn’t get the right to vote then—the 
movement is alive and well in some ways.” 

– Dr. Lisa Tetrault, History professor at Carnegie Mellon University, in an interview with NBC News 

Do you agree or disagree with Dr. Tetrault’s claim that “the [women’s suffrage] movement is alive 
and well in some ways?” 

Explain your answer using your own research, the timeline, and available sources.  
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