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The efforts of American women to achieve the right to vote continued for seven decades. Activists
encountered barriers every step of the way and employed a variety of methods, including some radical
tactics, to persuade Congress and the people of the United States that women deserved the right to vote.
Suffrage instruction in a high-school classroom can begin during a discussion of antebellum America,
continue through the Civil War and Reconstruction, into the Progressive Era, and culminate during World
War I. The struggle for women’s suffrage was a long, complex movement, driven by a series of
remarkable leaders acting in courageous ways.
Coming into high school, students may have a general understanding of the idea that women could not
vote in the first century and a half of the United States’ existence, and won the right to vote in 1920. But
the suffrage movement was a continuous theme throughout the mid-to-late 19th century and early 20th
century, and cannot be entirely addressed in a single class period. Nor can most teachers devote a full
week during one era to the subject of suffrage. Suffrage instruction usually meets somewhere in the
middle.

Library of Congress Resources
The Library of Congress holds thousands of documents related to the struggle for suffrage. Many of the
documents are cataloged specifically in these collections:
•

“Votes for Women”: Selections from the National American Woman Suffrage Association
Collection, 1848-1921. http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/naw/nawshome.html

•

Miller NAWSA Suffrage Scrapbooks, 1897-1911.
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/suffrage/millerscrapbooks/

•

Women of Protest: Photographs from the National Woman’s Party.
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/collections/suffrage/nwp/

The Library of Congress has also organized a collection of primary sources and resources for teachers:
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/primarysourcesets/womens-suffrage/.

Women’s Suffrage Primary-Source Set:
Sources and Activities
This primary-source set builds on the work already done by the Library of Congress, as well as the
identification of additional Library of Congress sources and supporting sources from the Minnesota
Historical Society, to create three in-class activities for high school students to teach about three
particular elements of the suffrage movement:
•

72 Years in the Fight

•

The Movement Gets Radical: American Suffragettes Employ New Tactics

•

Resistance to Women’s Suffrage

The sources and activities here provide teachers with activity suggestions that can occupy one class
period or less. The inclusion of Minnesota sources helps to make the connection between state and
national history, illustrating that events on the national stage also played out in Minnesota. Library of
Congress sources include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

“The first convention ever called to discuss the civil and political rights of women, Seneca Falls, N.Y., July
19, 20, 1848. Women’s rights convention.” 18--.
“Consistent democracy. The elective franchise for women. Twenty-five testimonies of prominent men.”
1858.
“Woman’s Rights.” Rev. John Todd. 1867.
“We’ll Vote Against the Terrible Men.” Frank Howard. 1869.
“An account on the proceedings of the trial of Susan B. Anthony, on the charge of illegal voting, at the
presidential election in Nov. 1872.” Susan B. Anthony. 1874.
“Woman suffrage in the U.S. Senate, 1879: argument for a sixteenth amendment.” United States Congress.
1879.
“Alice Paul Describes Force Feeding.” London, 1909.
“How the Scheme Might Fail: Marriage Proposal refused until Women can Vote.” Ralph Wilder. 1909.
National Anti-Suffrage Association. 1911. Photograph.
“Votes for Women Broadside.” Women’s Political Union. 1911.
“The only way Speaker – ‘The only way we can gain women’s suffrage is by making our appeal through our
charm, our grace and our beauty.’” John Held. 1912.
“Are Women People? A Book of Rhymes for Suffrage Times.” Alice Duer Miller. 1915.
“The awakening.” Hy Meyer. 1915.
Suffragists Protest Woodrow Wilson’s Opposition to Woman Suffrage, October 1916. Photograph.
“The sky is now her limit.” Bushnell. 1920.

Minnesota sources (from the Minnesota Historical Society) include:
•
•
•

Anti-suffrage postcard. Circa 1920.
Minneapolis League of Women Voters banner. “Minnesota Denies the Vote to Criminals, Lunatics, Idiots
and Women Is This Chivalry.”
Suffrage Association badge. Circa 1895-1920.

Women’s Suffrage: Context
July 1848: 300 women and men met in Seneca
Falls, New York, to discuss the rights of woman.
They signed a Declaration of Sentiments and
adopted 11 resolutions, including a resolution
that read: “it is the duty of the women of this
country to secure to themselves their sacred right
to the elective franchise.”
th

August 1920: Tennessee becomes the 36 state
to ratify the federal suffrage amendment,
creating the necessary majority to officially adopt
the amendment to the Constitution.
In the 72 years in between, American women
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan
Alice Paul, 1920. Library of
fought with a variety of weapons to get the vote.
B. Anthony. Library of Congress
Congress
They organized, nationally and locally; they
petitioned the government; they voted illegally; they gave speeches and published documents; they marched; they
picketed the White House and went to jail; they went on hunger strikes and were force-fed.
th

Leaders such as Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony devoted several decades in the 19 century to the
th
cause, while women such as Alice Paul picked up the cause in the 20 century and radicalized it. Activists
introduced a suffrage amendment to Congress every year from 1878 until ratification.
Along the way, disagreements about how to achieve suffrage led to fragmentation within the movement. When the
th
15 amendment granted blacks the right to vote, but not women, many in the suffrage movement broke ties with
their abolitionist allies. This break also led to the creation of two separate suffrage organizations – the more radical
National Woman Suffrage Association and the conservative American Woman Suffrage Association. The two
organizations merged in 1890 to form NAWSA. In 1915, Alice Paul formed the Congressional Union, later called the
National Woman’s Party, and embarked on a series of militant tactics.
Suffragists met with opposition from the government, the press, organized groups (such as the National Association
Opposed to Woman Suffrage), and other women. Black women often met with opposition from white suffragists.
Ultimately, President Woodrow Wilson declared his support for women’s suffrage during World War I, and in 1920,
th
Congress ratified the 19 amendment, which reads: “The right of the 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.”

Minnesota Suffrage Movement
Minnesota women first petitioned the state legislature to strike the word “male” from the voting requirements in
1868. They were promptly laughed off the floor. The next year, women formed the first suffrage organization in the
state, and in 1881, the Minnesota Woman Suffrage Association was officially created to act as the nerve center for
the local activity in the state. Clara Ueland, the final president of the MWSA, was an efficient organizer of support
th
for the cause. She was one of 30 suffragettes present when the governor ratified the 19 amendment for
Minnesota in 1919.

72 Years in the Fight
Library of Congress documents for this activity:
The First Convention Ever Called. 1848. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbnawsa.n7548
Consistent Democracy. 1858. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbnawsa.n6179
The trial of Susan B. Anthony (p. 82). 1873. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbnawsa.n2152
Argument for a 16th amendment (p. 6, last paragraph). 1879. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbnawsa.n8360
Votes for Women Broadside. 1911. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbcmil.scrp7003401
“The Awakening.” 1915. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/98502844/
“The Sky is Now Her Limit.” 1920. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/ppmsca.02919

Minnesota document for this activity:
Suffrage Association badge. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10323020

Activity Procedure:
The official suffrage movement in the United States spanned 72 years. Beginning with the Seneca Falls
Convention in 1848 and ending with the passage of the 19th Amendment in 1920, the movement was
successful due to the work of thousands of women and men. Their tactics and actions changed over the
course of seven decades, reflecting the times in which the actions occurred. Over time, women tried
organizing, petitioning, voting illegally, agitating, gathering support from men and local groups, and
lobbying.
1. Distribute all sources above to students in groups of three or four. Do not provide dates for the
documents (this will allow them to assess effectiveness without attaching a time period). The
groups will read and discuss all documents and determine the tactic each document reflects.
Groups will determine the motivation behind each document, or, in other words, what
suffragettes were trying to accomplish with each one.
2. After they have read and discussed, tell them that each group is in charge of preparing a plan for
achieving women’s suffrage. But their time and resources are limited. They must choose two
tactics for achieving the vote. Groups will reflect on the documents, discuss the tactics, and
choose the two tactics that they would use.
3. Each group will present their decision and rationale before the full group.
4. If there is time, show the dates for the documents and talk about the progression of tactics over
time.

“The first convention ever called to discuss the civil and political rights of women, Seneca
Falls, N.Y., July 19, 20, 1848. Women’s rights convention.” 18--. Library of Congress.

“The first convention ever called to discuss the civil and political rights of women, Seneca
Falls, N.Y., July 19, 20, 1848. Women’s rights convention.” 18--. Library of Congress.

“The first convention ever called to discuss the civil and political rights of women, Seneca
Falls, N.Y., July 19, 20, 1848. Women’s rights convention.” 18--. Library of Congress.

“Consistent democracy. The elective franchise for women. Twenty-five testimonies of
prominent men.” 1858. Library of Congress.

“An account on the proceedings of the trial of Susan B. Anthony, on the charge of illegal voting,
at the presidential election in Nov. 1872.” Page 82. Susan B. Anthony. 1874. Library of Congress.

“Woman suffrage in the U.S. Senate, 1879: argument for a sixteenth amendment.” United
States Congress. 1879. Page 6. Library of Congress.

“Votes for Women Broadside.” Women’s Political Union. 1911. Library of Congress.

“The awakening.” Hy Meyer. 1915. Library of Congress.

Suffrage Association badge. Minnesota Historical Society.

The Movement Gets Radical:
American Suffragettes Employ New Tactics
Library of Congress documents for this activity:
Alice Paul Describes Force Feeding. 1909. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbcmil.scrp6014301
Are Women People? (Pages: Introduction, 13 and 44). 1915. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbnawsa.n3348
Suffragettes Protest Wilson. 1916. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.mss/mnwp.276015

Minnesota document for this activity:
Minneapolis League of Women Voters banner.
http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10232146

Activity Procedure:
1. Watch the movie clip from “Iron Jawed Angels” (force feeding scene):
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pO70ZjZ0wrw. Don’t give students any context; just have
them observe, and then after the clip, jot down their thoughts about the scene.
2. Explain that although this is a Hollywood movie, it is based on real events, of women jailed,
participating in hunger strikes, and enduring force-feeding to protest for the right to vote.
3. Consider the position of suffragettes in the 1910s. Women had been petitioning, lobbying,
speaking and organizing for the vote since 1848, and the suffrage amendment had been
proposed to Congress every year since 1878. Aside from some minor victories, the big goal was
nowhere in sight. What would you do if your cause was in its 65th year?
4. In the early 20th century, American women took a page from the British suffragettes’ book and
began picketing, agitating, countering anti-suffrage arguments more forcefully, committing acts
of civil disobedience, and overall acting in more aggressive, creative ways.
5. Look at the four sources in small groups. Discuss the methods used and talk about why the
suffragettes would have used these tactics. Consider these questions:
a. Do you think these methods were more, or less, effective than the tactics used by 19thcentury suffragettes? Why?
b. What do you think was the impact on suffrage opponents?
c. Women were granted suffrage in 1920. Do you think these radical methods helped lead
to that outcome? Or were the times changing anyway, and suffrage was going to happen
anyway?

“Alice Paul describes force feeding.” London, 1909. Library of Congress.

“Are Women People? A Book of Rhymes for Suffrage Times.” Alice Duer Miller. 1915. Library of Congress.

“Are Women People? A Book of Rhymes for Suffrage Times.” Alice Duer Miller. 1915. Library of Congress.

Suffragists Protest Woodrow Wilson’s Opposition to Woman Suffrage, October 1916. Photograph. Library of Congress.

Minneapolis League of Women Voters banner. Minnesota Historical Society.

Resistance to Women’s Suffrage
Library of Congress documents for this activity:
Women’s Rights. 1867. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbnawsa.n2744
We’ll vote against the terrible men. 1869. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.music/musmisc.awh0002
How the Scheme Might Fail. 1909. http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.rbc/rbcmil.scrp5015301
National Anti-Suffrage Association. 1911. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/97500067/
The only way we can gain women’s suffrage... 1912. http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/98502866/

Minnesota document for this activity:
Anti-suffrage postcard. http://collections.mnhs.org/cms/display.php?irn=10197165

Activity Procedure:
1. Ask the class who they think might have been opposed to women’s suffrage. Explain that women,
along with men, fought against women’s suffrage. Brainstorm some reasons that women and
men might have opposed women voting and make a list on the board.
a. Some reasons may include: women are not as intelligent, women have no interest in
politics, women don’t understand the political process, women have more important
duties at home, voting is unladylike, women would just do what their
husbands/fathers/brothers told them to, etc.
2. Pass out all or some of the documents above to groups of three or four. In the groups, have
students examine all the documents and come up with their own list, based on the documents,
that opponents gave to protest women’s rights.
3. As a large group, come back together and briefly discuss all the documents and the reasons
students came up with for suffrage opposition. How did these reasons and the people who
supported them contribute to the long fight for suffrage in the United States?
4. As an extension, have students create a piece of anti-suffrage propaganda, similar to the
documents they viewed (a poster, song, cartoon, pamphlet, etc.) They should choose one or
more arguments and illustrate their argument to try to get more support for their point of view.

“Woman’s Rights.” Pages 17-18. Rev. John Todd. 1867. Library of Congress.

“We’ll Vote Against the Terrible Men.” Sheet Music. Frank Howard. 1869. Library of Congress.

“We’ll Vote Against the Terrible Men.” Sheet Music. Frank Howard. 1869. Library of Congress.

“We’ll Vote Against the Terrible Men.” Sheet Music. Frank Howard. 1869. Library of Congress.

“We’ll Vote Against the Terrible Men.” Sheet Music. Frank Howard. 1869. Library of Congress.

“How the Scheme Might Fail: Marriage Proposal refused until Women can Vote.” Ralph Wilder. 1909. Library of Congress.

National Anti-Suffrage Association. 1911. Photograph. Library of Congress.

“The only way Speaker – ‘The only way we can gain women’s suffrage is by making our appeal through our charm, our grace and our
beauty.’” John Held. 1912. Library of Congress.

Anti-Suffrage postcard. Minnesota Historical Society.

