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Fhoe Nineteerntty Amendinent
“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.

“Congress shall have power to enforce this
article by appropriate legislation.”

Ratified August 26, 1920
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FOREWORD

OR MANY AMERICANS, PARTICIPATION in American democracy

has not always been easy—or even possible. For women, more
than half the American population, the right to vote was won only after
a seventy-two-year struggle.

The essays in A Voice of Our Own highlight how far women have
come in the struggle for full participation and equality and, at the same
time, how much remains to be done. Each of the women contributing
to this book offers the reader her unique and often touching perspec-
tive on her vision of equality.

The League of Women Voters hopes that women, and men, from
all walks of life throughout the United States and worldwide will not
only find value in the diverse perspectives offered here but also gain a
greater appreciation for the battles that have been fought for many
years, in many arenas, with many weapons, to move women toward
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the goal of full participation and equality. By reflecting on the lessons
of the past and celebrating our successes, we women can gather our in-
dividual and collective strengths to build on those hard-fought gains,
to finish the battle.

The league thanks Nancy Neuman, League of Women Voters na-
tional president from 1986 to 1990 and professor of women in politics,
for so ably leading this effort for the league and editing this collection
of significant and personal essays.

It has taken many voices with one vision to achieve an ever in-
creasing role for women in American democracy. A Voice of Our Own
continues that successful tradition, celebrating who we are and where
we are and revealing where we must go.

March 1996 Becky Cain
President
League of Women Voters
of the United States



PREFACE
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T THE CLOSE OF A CENTURY marked by two significant waves of
A the movement to gain equality for women in America, this collec-
tion of essays is a very personal portrait of that struggle. A Voice of Our
Own: Leading American Women Celebrate the Right to Vote honors
the women who came before us and challenges the ones to come. It elo-
quently expresses the combined experience and vision of women whose
leadership inspires and enlightens American society, its culture, and its
institutions.

The League of Women Voters commissioned this book in 1995 to
commemorate the 75th anniversary of universal woman suffrage in the
United States. Itself a product of the woman suffrage movement, the
League of Women Voters invited women leaders with diverse life expe-
riences to write for this enterprise. Each was asked, on the occasion of
the 75th anniversary, to reflect upon the impact of women’s increased
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political participation and equality on American democracy and to en-
gage the next generation of women.

A Voice of Our Own is the result. It is an inspiring conversation
about women’s lives and women’s commitment to improving and nur-
turing American democracy. It symbolizes the success of the women’s
movement in the twentieth century and poses questions for the future.
A Voice of Our Own is the spirited voice of female activism: of young
women awakening to public roles, of older women whose battles for
equality from the 1930s onward made possible the stories of the
women who followed them. The contributors to this book differ in age,
background, interests, and political persuasions, but they share at least
two important values: that each person has a responsibility to make a
difference and that active citizen participation is critical in ensuring
that American democracy lives up to its promise of liberty and justice
for all.

A Voice of Our OQwn is important reading, especially for women
and students of women in American politics and history. It illustrates
women’s accomplishments in making democracy work, opening up ca-
reers and institutions, and becoming politically involved. Even more re-
markable is the intensely honest and personal nature of this collection.
These stories provide a glimpse of real women living real lives. They
have inspired and touched all of us who worked on the book.

Skeptics who pronounce the women’s movement dead or dying
should read this book. The women in this book are the women’s

movement.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE CONTENTS

Long before winning the right to vote in 1920, American women were
active in public life. Former first lady Rosalynn Carter, who generously
contributed two essays to this book, first describes the efforts of colo-
nial women to influence the drafting of the U.S. Constitution, and
archivist Lucinda Robb discusses presuffrage activism of women at the
grassroots. We are reminded that the woman suffrage movement grew
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out of the antislavery movement in the 1830s and was officially
launched in 1848 at the first women’s rights convention, held in Seneca
Falls, New York.

What did the seventy-two-year struggle for woman suffrage
achieve? Antisuffragists and prosuffragists alike oversold the impact of
women voting. Like the anti-ERA forces in the 1970s and 1980s, anti-
suffragists raised the specter of women’s equal political rights as a
threat to the sanctity of the home; woman suffrage would destroy the
American family. Prosuffrage forces insisted that women voting would
transform American politics: suffrage would usher in major social re-
form and clean up corruption.

But millions of women did not vote, and by the mid 1920s, a back-
lash set in against the reform agenda of the woman suffrage organiza-
tions. Not until 1980, sixty years after suffrage was won, did women
vote in equal proportions to men. Seventy-five years after suffrage, as
journalist Judy Woodruff points out, a record number of women were
serving as elected representatives in the United States Congress and
state legislatures. Yet compared to men, the proportion of women
elected to public office remains small.

The struggle our forebears made to obtain the right to vote is not
forgotten. For politician Lindy Boggs, woman suffrage has been a cen-
tral influence on her entire life. To singer and songwriter Mary Chapin
Carpenter, the vote is the emblem of a woman’s independence; it is her
“pass to the dance.” Feminist writer Rebecca Walker will always re-
member the tears of a ninety-three-year-old woman registering to vote
for the first time because a young person cared enough to ask.

Reporter Gwen Ifill and lawyer Antonia Hernandez caution us that
winning the right to vote has never been sufficient; guaranteeing voting
rights for every citizen, especially members of racial minorities, is a con-
tinuing struggle that each generation must fight all over again. And
nonprofit executive Sara Meléndez questions whether the vote makes
any difference ar all to women ravaged by poverty.

Winning the right to vote in 1920 did not achieve equality for
women. Alice Paul, head of the National Woman’s Party, thought an
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equal rights amendment guaranteeing women and men the same rights
under the law should be added to the Constitution. In 1923, when
Paul’s ERA was first introduced in Congress, a coalition of postsuffrage
women’s organizations opposed it on the grounds the ERA would erad-
icate newly won reforms that finally succeeded in regulating hours and
conditions of work for women.

This dispute about the ERA, which bore no resemblance to the
claims made by anti-ERA social conservatives half a century later,
continued for many years, until labor laws changed. Even so, historian
and educator Elisabeth Griffith contends that the women’s movement
has been weakened by the enduring legacy of this division (which she
attributes to an even older and bitter schism over tactics that occurred
in 1916 between militant suffragist Alice Paul and moderate suffragist
and founder of the League of Women Voters, Carrie Chapman Catt).

The debate continues whether women should demand the same
treatment as men or different treatment in order to achieve full equal-
ity. A recent incarnation of this debate emerged after the deadline to
ratify the ERA ran out in 1982. This version celebrates women’s “dif-
ference” as special, perhaps superior, and a necessary ingredient in all
aspects of public life. At the same time, the Family and Medical Leave
Act of 1993, which provides identical benefits to women and men and
was a priority issue for women’s organizations, is a monument to eq-
uity, not difference.

In the years between ratification of the woman suffrage amendment
in 1920 and the revival of the women’s movement in the late 1960s,
women and women’s organizations did not go dormant. In spite of a
backlash against the movement and in spite of the Great Depression
and World War II, activist women continued to seek improvement in
the status of women.

In the 1930s, Esther Peterson tells us, she learned firsthand about
the working conditions women endured in sweatshops, and was moti-
vated to become a labor organizer. Appointed by President Kennedy as
assistant secretary of labor and head of the Women’s Bureau of the U.S.

Department of Labor, Peterson played a major part in enactment of the
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Equal Pay Act of 1963, which women’s organizations had sought since
the end of World War Il. Historian Anne Scott’s vignette about her own
woman suffragist mentors in the League of Women Voters illustrates
how involved women were in issues affecting the nation during the war
years and the postwar period.

Reporter Sarah McClendon has spent a lifetime working for
women’s equal treatment. A WAC in World War II, she maintains an
active interest in issues affecting the status of women in the military.
Businesswoman Barbara Blum begins her essay by recalling the ground-
work “Rosie the Riveter” laid during World War II when women per-
formed “men’s” jobs, only to be replaced by returning veterans at war’s
end. Women'’s roles and opportunities have changed profoundly since
then, as Rosalynn Carter explains in her very personal second essay.

A number of pioneers have written essays for this book. Bishop
Mary McLeod, the first woman to head an Episcopal diocese in the
United States, recounts the pain of discrimination, made all the more
hurtful when delivered in the name of religion. Beverly Harvard
worked her way up from patrol officer in Atlanta to become the first
African American woman to head a police department in the United
States. Diane Yu, the first woman, first minority, and youngest person
to be appointed general counsel for the State Bar of California, de-
scribes growing up in America as the child of Chinese immigrants.

Native American leaders Ada Deer and Wilma Mankiller made his-
tory as the first women chiefs of their respective tribes. But Deer’s ac-
count of Menominee “termination” and Mankiller’s description of the
suffering Cherokees endured on the Trail of Tears are clear evidence
that broken promises are also part of the story of American democracy.

As a new century looms, Health and Human Services Secretary
Donna Shalala wonders whether America will renege on its promise to
help the poor, the aged, the disadvantaged, and the young. Tennis
champion Martina Navratilova yearned to become a U.S. citizen, only
to discover that several states would not permit her to apply for citi-
zenship because of her sexual orientation.

Former first lady Betty Ford turned two personal tragedies into op-
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portunities for active work on behalf of women suffering from breast
cancer and alcoholism. Physician Bernadine Healy, former head of the
National Institutes of Health, issues warnings, particularly to young
women, about the potential misuse of scientific advances, especially as
they affect women’s health and reproduction.

A Voice of Our Own is a call to action. Cartoonist Nicole Hollan-
der offers a unique summons to women everywhere. Activist Maria
Luisa Mercado, whose mother was an immigrant Mexican farm-
worker, considers the kind of future she wants for her daughter. Col-
lege president Nancy Bekavac warns young women not to take equal-
ity for granted or underestimate the hard work that lies ahead. First
lady Hillary Rodham Clinton hopes future generations will cease to de-
mean women’s rights as somehow separate and less important than all
human rights. And Professor Condoleezza Rice cautions us not to for-
get how far we have come, even as we commit ourselves to perfecting
American democratic principles.
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And to all the women who struggled to win woman suffrage—
those whose names we know and those whose names are known only
to their daughters and granddaughters—we thank you!

Lewisburg, Pennsylvania Nancy M. Neuman
March 1996
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