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WHO’S TO THANK FOR A GENERATION  
OF GIRLS WHO AREN’T AFRAID TO SPEAK UP AND BE HEARD?

There are the HAUDENOSAUNEE women, who inspired some of the 

early suffragists; MARY CHURCH TERRELL, who cofounded the National 

Association of Colored Women; MABEL PING-HUA LEE, who, at sixteen 

years old, helped lead one of the biggest suffrage parades in US history; 

and countless others who fought for the right to vote. 

Finish the Fight! is a celebration of the Nineteenth Amendment from the 

staff of The New York Times, featuring powerful stories, a treasure trove 

of archival photography, and gorgeous illustrations by an ensemble of 

incredible artists. It highlights many of the bold and brave women whose 

stories from the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries have often gone 

untold, offering a cast of inspiring role models for today’s girls.
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CHAPTER 10

El voto para las mujeres

The police officers in Laredo, Texas, weren’t happy. The newspaper 
El Progreso had just run an editorial that angered a lot of people: it criticized Pres-
ident Woodrow Wilson for his decision to send US troops to occupy the Mexican 
city of Veracruz. The year was 1914, and just across the border from Texas, the 
Mexican Revolution was raging.

People in Mexico were angry with their dictator, President Porfirio Díaz, 
because he made sure that wealth and power belonged only to a select few. Peo-
ple were tired of not having any money and not being allowed to express their 
opinions. Injustice was everywhere.



Jovita Idár, second from the right, in the print shop of El Progreso in Laredo, Texas. Circa 1914.
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Texas had been part of Mexico until 1836, when it declared independence. 
But, even after it was annexed by the United States nine years later, people often 
traveled back and forth across the border easily. After the Revolution broke out, 
in 1910, Mexican people began fleeing to Texas to escape the violence. But once 
they arrived, they faced intense racism from white Texans. Tensions were high 
when El Progreso’s editorial came out.

The police officers, who were part of the Texas Ranger force, pulled up to the 
newspaper’s offices with a plan: they were going to shut the paper down. But as 
they prepared to storm the entrance, they found a woman blocking the doorway.

Jovita Idár, an educated woman who always took care to dress well, was highly 
respected in the community—not somebody who could simply be pushed aside. 
The Rangers retreated, but they returned the next day, when Jovita wasn’t there, 
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and proceeded to sack the building, badly beat one of the paper’s employees, and 
destroy the printing press.

That didn’t stop Jovita. She and her brothers started another newspaper, 
called Evolución. In a letter, she proudly told a friend that she had even bought the 
new printing press herself.

Jovita wrote many of Evolución’s articles, as she had at El Progreso. Over the years, 
she argued for better schools, more economic opportunities, and fairer treatment 
for Mexican Americans—and for women’s rights, including the right to vote.

She wrote in one article: “Working women . . . proudly raise your chins and 
face the fight. The time of your degradation has passed!”

You won’t find Jovita in many history books, partly because historians are still 
trying to piece together the stories of her and other Latina activists, whose letters 
and other papers were not always saved. But her life shows just how important 
these women were in the push for equal rights—and just how complicated the 
question of equal rights could be for Latinas.

Jovita was born in 1885 in Laredo. The Idár family, of which Jovita was one of 
eight children, had a comfortable middle-class life—when Jovita was a teenager, 
her father, Nicasio, became the publisher of a newspaper called La Crónica—but 
Texas was hardly an easy place for people of Mexican origin.

Shop windows sometimes had signs telling them to keep out. Mexican chil-
dren were taught in segregated schools, with fewer supplies and less qualified 
teachers. Mexican men were sometimes lynched.

“Working Women . . . proUdly raise yoUr 
chins and face the fight. the time of  

yoUr degradation has passed!”



Adelina Otero-Warren. 1923. 
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Jovita originally worked as a teacher, but she grew frustrated with the unequal 
conditions for Mexican children, so in 1910 she joined the staff of her father’s 
newspaper, where she could fight for change.

The Idárs weren’t just journalists: they were also activists. In 1911, they helped 
organize El Primer Congreso Mexicanista (the First Mexicanist Congress), a 
meeting of activists concerned with issues facing the community. As part of the 
congress, Jovita also helped found the League of Mexican Women, which may 
have been the first Mexican American feminist organization.

That same year, Jovita—who sometimes wrote under the pen name Astrea, 
for the Greek goddess of justice—published an article in favor of women’s  
suffrage. And she wasn’t the only Latina in the United States arguing for the right 

to vote.
Some Latina suffragists work ed alongside white 

women in big national organizations. In New 
Mexico, Adelina Otero-Warren led the fight to 

get her state’s legislators to approve the Nine-
teenth Amendment. (She also became the 

first Latina to run for the US Congress, 
in 1922.)

Others were more radical, like 
Luisa Capetillo, a Puerto Rican 
labor leader, who fought for work-
ers’ rights in Puerto Rico and up 
and down the East Coast, from 
New York to Florida. Like Dr. 
Mary Walker, she thought that 
women should dress the way 
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they wanted: sometimes she wore men’s clothes, including a tie and vest, while 
organizing. In Cuba, her clothes once got her arrested, on the grounds that they 
were disturbing the peace!

The rights of Latinas, like the rights of all women, depended a lot on the laws 
and customs of the state where they lived. And in Texas, voting rights were much 
more complicated for Latinas and other women of color than for their white sis-
ters. So the Nineteenth Amendment didn’t necessarily mean that women like 
Jovita could vote.

Under the US Constitution, many decisions about who can vote are left up 
to the states. For a long time, you didn’t have to be an American citizen to vote 
in elections in many states, including Texas. But in the early twentieth century, 
anti-immigrant sentiment was rising across the country, and laws changed so that 
only Americans citizens could vote. In Texas, this meant that many Texans who 
had been born on the Mexican side of the border, or in other places outside the 
United States, actually lost the right to vote.

There were some white suffragists who worked to make sure that their Latina 
and African American sisters would also get the vote. But for many, the impor-
tant thing was that they got the equal rights that had long been denied them, and 
they saw immigrants, including Mexicans, as standing in their way.

Many white women, like white men, owing to their own racist and anti- 
immigrant views, opposed noncitizens voting. But some suffragists also feared 
that immigrant men might have more traditional views about the family and 
would vote against women’s suffrage.

Texas did begin allowing women to vote in primary elections in 1918, two 
years before the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified. But that still didn’t mean 
all citizens could always vote.

In 1923, Texas passed a law creating what is called a “white primary”— 
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meaning that only white voters could 
choose a party’s candidate. Under this 
system, black women and men were 
legally barred from voting in the Demo-
cratic primary .

For Mexican Americans, it was more 
complicated. Under the law, they were 
technically considered white. But they 
were often kept away from the polls 
by literacy tests, poll taxes, and other 
exclusionary practices.

Some people challenged this sys-
tem, including the Idárs. In 1929,  
Jovita’s brother Eduardo helped start 
a group called the League of United 
Latin American Citizens (LULAC). It 
fought for voting rights as well as better 

schools and broader civil rights for Latinos. In the early days, LULAC was for men. 
They started allowing women to join in 1932—but only in separate, all-female  
chapters.

But even before that, Jovita was in the fight. In the period after the Nine-
teenth Amendment was ratified, she was active in the Democratic Party. She even 
worked as a precinct judge—in other words, she became one of the people run-
ning the elections.

Jovita died in 1946, but the women who followed in her footsteps have contin-
ued to push against barriers to fight for equal rights. Vilma Martínez, who was a 
college student in Texas in the 1960s, was told not to get her hopes up about law 
school. “I went anyway,” she recalled in an interview for this book. 

Pro-suffrage poster from California. 1911.
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In law school, she was told not to get her hopes up about becoming a litigator, 
the kind of lawyer who helps people bring lawsuits to court. (Even today, liti-
gators are largely men.) She became one anyway, and at the age of twenty-nine 
became the president of the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational 
Fund (MALDEF) in Washington, DC.

In 1965, the landmark Voting Rights Act ended the legal discrimination 
against African Americans at the polls. In 1975, MALDEF led the effort to con-
vince Congress to pass a law extending its protections to Mexican Americans and 
other minority groups.

One of the most important parts of the new law was a rule allowing many 
citizens whose first language wasn’t English to have access to voting materials in 
their language. After all, how can you vote if you can’t read the ballot?

Vilma, who later became the US ambassador to Argentina, said that 
helping to pass that law was one of her proudest accomplishments. And she 
added that it is important to learn more about Latinas like Jovita who fought 
for equal rights.

“The right to vote was so hard-fought,” she said. “We need to value it and 
exercise it.”





The Road to 36
After years of fighting and several failed attempts, Congress finally 
passed the Nineteenth Amendment in 1919—in the House of 
Representatives on May 21 and in the Senate on June 4. But the battle 
for the vote wasn’t over. The legislatures in three-quarters of the 
states would also have to vote to ratify the amendment before it would 
officially become part of the US Constitution. The race to 36 was on.

To play this game, you’ll need  
one die and a token for each player.
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