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SUFFRAGE AND HISTORY OF THE LEAGUE 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The League of Women Voters is a grassroots political organization.  While it is totally non-partisan, the 
League takes a stand to influence public policy on important issues we have studied and on which 
we've reached consensus. Voters Service programs encourage participation in all electoral activities. 
The League is organized on three basic levels - national, state and local - and functions at these levels 
to accomplish its goals.  The upcoming September unit meetings are designed to explain the League to 
new and potential members and to introduce the local Montgomery League Board and member 
portfolios.  We will take the opportunity to discuss how the League began, where we are today and 
how we might celebrate our 90th birthday in February 2010. 
 
WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN THE UNITED STATES PRIOR TO 1920 
Elizabeth Cady, the daughter of a broad-minded judge, married Harry Stanton, a renowned abolitionist, 
and led a stimulating, exciting life in Boston and abroad. When she moved to Seneca Falls, New York 
in 1847 and began to live the life of a typical middle-class woman, the dimensions of her existence 
shrank to painfully narrow limits. She had met Lucretia Mott in London at the World Anti-Slavery 
Convention in 1840. Both were familiar with the ideas of Mary Wollstonecraft, an outspoken British 
proponent of women’s rights and the author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792), which 
amused, shocked or angered readers on both sides of the Atlantic and induced Horace Walpole to call 
the author “a hyena in petticoats.” Mott and Stanton discussed the amount of courage it would take to 
call a women’s rights convention; their letters and paths crossed many times in the succeeding years. In 
1848, five ladies at tea decided they had that much courage, so on July 14 the Seneca County Courier 
invited women to “a convention to discuss the social, civil, and religious condition and rights of 
woman,” to be held five days later. It was the first time in history that women had tried such a venture. 
 
There were problems to be solved and inequities to be righted. Once a woman married, she forfeited 
her legal existence. Any inheritance belonged to her husband; her children could be apprenticed or 
assigned to a guardian without her consent; state statutes classed women with infants and idiots for 
civil rights; if she worked for wages, her husband could collect and spend them.  Single women were 
somewhat better off legally and economically, but were social pariahs. The church was determined to 
keep a woman in her place. . 
 
When the convention opened, a Declaration of Sentiments and Resolutions was ready for presentation. 
Of the 12 resolutions, 11 carried unanimously. Number 9, “Resolved that it is the duty of women of 
this country to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise,” passed by a small 
margin only after Mrs. Stanton and Frederick Douglass used their considerable powers of persuasion. 
 
The methods to carry out action generated as much discussion and dissension as did the goals 
themselves over the next 70 years. Preference for state-by-state activity or national legislation was 
always in ferment. High on the list of taboos for females in mid-19th century was speaking in public. 
Speaking to a mixed sex audience was scandalous. How to educate and motivate other women? Few 
women had much formal schooling; even fewer could envision themselves as activists for their own 
interests. 
 
 
ORGANIZATIONS AND INDIVIDUALS ARE INVITED TO DUPLICATE THIS FACT SHEET WITH ATTRIBUTION GIVEN TO 
LWVMC.  BEFORE REPRODUCING, PLEASE CALL THE LEAGUE OFFICE AT 301-984-9585 FOR CORRECTIONS OR 
UPDATED INFORMATION.
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The “ideal woman” was a homemaker with a broad array of finely honed skills.  Antis who viewed the 
suffragists as falling away from the “ideal” asserted that the vote would cause dissension between 
husband and wife, disobedience on the wife’s part and lead to a skyrocketing divorce rate, among other 
purported evils. 
 
Compared to the “ideal,” the women from Seneca Falls gave the antis plenty of grist for pompous 
pronouncements and cruel ridicule. Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony worked together 
and complemented each other’s talents and ideas for almost 50 years - one the writer, the other the 
orator; one the thinker, one the doer; one “forging thunderbolts while the other fired them.” Mrs. 
Stanton was a wife, a homemaker and the mother of seven. She tackled many sacred cows, foremost 
among them the Bible, the clergy and virtually all of Christendom for anti-woman preachings and 
philosophy. She spoke before men - the New York legislature - and dared espouse liberalized divorce 
laws. Early in life Miss Anthony decided that marriage was a hindrance to her goals and was, thus, 
target for the slurs against “old maids” who should not agitate. 
 
It must be kept in mind that the work toward women’s suffrage was pursued in the social and political 
climate of the day and was affected by it. Women who worked with men in the cause of abolition 
occasionally slipped in a few words about the aspirations of women for similar rights and freedoms, 
only to find the men, some their husbands, raining invective upon them. During the Civil War, women 
managed families, farms, businesses and tended the sick and wounded. The activists among them 
assumed their worth would be recognized and rewarded with the vote and other rights. Instead, they 
were told that “This is the negro’s hour. You must wait.” 
 
In the late 1800s/early 1900s, there was massive immigration from Europe and the men were given the 
franchise quickly. That non-English speaking men who did not understand democratic principles could 
vote angered the suffragists. These men came from cultures that did not comprehend women’s rights 
and voted against them; they tended to settle in the large cities. So antagonism toward the foreign-born 
and rivalries between rural and city interests entered the movement. Factory women were increasing in 
numbers and were organizing, but not around the suffrage issue. They could not imagine how the vote 
could improve their lot, nor did the suffragist and the factory woman understand each other. Even 
activist women avoided suffrage as a cause. For example, Phoebe Apperson Hearst and Alice 
McClellan Birney convened the first meeting of the Mothers’ Congress in February 1897, to attack 
conditions affecting children:  education, health, nutrition and labor. These founders of the PTA were 
firm in their belief that their cause should not be mixed with suffrage. 
 
On the legal front, the 14th and 15th Amendments to the United States Constitution seemed ambiguous 
in their wording. Certainly the word “male” had crept into the 15th Amendment; nevertheless, they 
were tested in many states and under many circumstances to see whether women as well as Negroes 
could secure the vote from this route. In 1868 a “Woman Suffrage Amendment” was introduced in 
Congress for the first time but never acted upon. The “Susan B. Anthony Amendment” was introduced 
in 1878, using the exact wording of the 19th Amendment.  It, too, languished until passage 40 years 
later.  
 
In 1869 the Territory of Wyoming granted women suffrage and entered the Union in 1890 as the first 
state with full suffrage for women; then came Colorado, Utah and Idaho. Hundreds of campaigns were 
mounted to induce state legislatures to submit amendments to their electorates. Not one campaign was 
successful until Washington’s in 1910. “The Ladies from Seneca Falls” aged and relinquished 
leadership to Carrie Chapman Catt and others. Women’s clubs proliferated; women college graduates 
were becoming accepted; more women were working outside the home and being exposed to new 



League of Women Voters of Montgomery County, MD, Inc.                                                          Fact Sheet, September 2009 

 3 

ideas; middle-class women found that electricity, household inventions and changing living patterns 
gave them more time for outside activities. The legislative ball was rolling again as California, 
Arizona, Oregon and Kansas joined the ranks of suffrage states.  In 1913 Illinois became the first state 
east of the Mississippi to grant women the vote, but only for Presidential electors. Now they could 
almost smell victory as they counted Electoral College votes to be affected by voting women, but there 
was still dissension in the movement. Southern women were against working for a national solution in 
the form of a constitutional amendment; the argument was couched as a states’ rights issue. It wasn’t 
easy to be a thoughtful, activist woman, but by the election of 1916, many of them had opted for 
politics - partisan or otherwise - as their personal strategy.  
 
With goals so important and passion so fervent, it is not surprising that the movement organized and 
reorganized convulsively between 1869 and 1918. In 1869, there was a split between the New York 
group and the Boston group over support for the ratification of the 14th Amendment.  In 1890 the two 
factions merged into the National American Women Suffrage Association (NAWSA), a loose 
federation of state and local clubs. Alice Paul and more militant, mainly younger, supporters of 
women’s causes broke with NAWSA in 1914 to form the Women’s Party.  
 
The Suffrage Amendment had been introduced in Congress in 1878; state-by-state progress was slow; 
NAWSA decided that it was time to push for the 19th Amendment. In the 65th Congress, it passed the 
House but lost in the Senate. On May 21, 1919, the House passed the Woman Suffrage Amendment, 
304 to 89, a margin of 42 votes over the required two-thirds majority. On June 4th, the Senate passed it 
with two votes to spare. Ratification votes proceeded swiftly in the states; Illinois on the first day, 
Wisconsin 45 minutes later and Michigan, too.  By February 1920, Carrie Chapman Catt paused in the 
ratification campaign to form the League of Women Voters while Oklahoma became the 33rd of the 
necessary 36 ratifiers. Then a 34th and Washington as the 35th. Connecticut and Vermont refused to call 
their legislatures into session. Southern states were adamantly against the amendment. 
 
Tennessee was the only hope. President Harding asked the governor to call a special session. The 
legislators arrived wearing roses in their lapels - red against and yellow for. The battle was dramatic. 
Success came on August 18th when the youngest legislator, Harry Bern, wearing a red rose stood and 
voted “Aye,” breaking the tied vote. He had voted with the antis and his constituents on the motion to 
table, but received a letter from his mother the day before telling him to be a good boy and to help Mrs. 
Catt put the “rat” in ratification. Tennessee’s certification was sent to Washington, D.C., and the 
amendment was signed into law on August 26, 1920.  Sadly, none of the original proponents of 
women’s suffrage lived to see it achieved. 
 
SINCE 1920:  LEAGUE ACTION – MANY TOPICS, MANY LEVE LS 
 

The League of Women Voters of the United States 
With the successful conclusion of the women’s suffrage movements, the national League of Women 
Voters (LWVUS) began life with a total of 69 action items adopted from the agendas of major groups 
within the suffragist coalition. These items ranged from support for United States participation in the 
League of Nations, to legislation to limit child labor and protect women in industrial and “sweat shop” 
jobs.  In addition to this potpourri of action, the League also undertook its Voters Service Program, 
geared initially to providing women with information on how to register and vote.   
 
The new LWV declared itself non-partisan, causing one group of activists to split away and form a 
national women’s party which supported an Equal Rights Amendment to the Constitution and hoped to 
rally a monolithic women’s vote. 
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In LWV in Perspective, 1920-1995, former President Nancy Neuman distinguishes between “equity 
feminism” which seeks legal equality and “social feminism” which looks for a general improvement in 
women’s social and economic conditions. For almost 20 years, the League opposed an Equal Rights 
Amendment, which might jeopardize hard-won protections for women in farm and industrial jobs. 
 
The League’s collection of inherited positions, called a “basket of eels” by the first LWV president, 
was obviously too unwieldy for effective action, and study groups were set up with state and national 
board participation on selected issues approved at biennial conventions. This concept of study and 
general agreement or consensus before action continues to be an integral part of the League. 
 
The late 1940s saw the restructuring of the LWV into its present form as a grass roots organization 
with local Leagues allowed for the first time to send delegates to national conventions and participate 
directly in study and consensus. At the same time, the national program was separated into inactive 
“continuing responsibilities” and a “current agenda” of items under study or with recent consensus 
positions. Many old positions were either dropped or re-worded as broad statements of League 
principle.  Today, all positions and studies are considered part of a single League program. 
 
During the McCarthy era of the early 1950s, the League undertook a two-year Citizen Education 
Program on the civil rights and liberties of Americans under the Constitution. 
 
In the 1960s the national League quickly reached consensus on support of federal legislation to enforce 
every citizen’s right to equal opportunity in education, employment and housing. After finding itself in 
the embarrassing position of lacking a position to support the 1965 Voting Rights Act, the national 
board was given permission to use the League principles as a basis for support of future amendments 
and extensions of the Voting Rights Act without the need for a new study. The League also extended 
action to include litigation and filed amicus briefs in a series of court cases which established the “one 
person, one vote” requirement for Congressional districts and state legislative districts to be roughly 
equal in population. 
 
Although the LWV had dropped opposition to an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in 1938, it was not 
until the 1970 convention that a position of support for ERA was adopted; then the League worked 
actively for Congressional passage of the amendment and ratification by the states. 
 
Since the 1930s, the League has supported both home rule and voting rights for the District of 
Columbia. The League worked for the passage of the constitutional amendment giving the District 
three electoral votes, and also supported passage and ratification of an amendment to give the District 
of Columbia voting representation in Congress, which would provide the right to vote for members of 
the House of Representatives. 
 
Conservation of natural resources and environmental quality have been subjects of LWV interest 
beginning with a water quality study in 1956-1958. In the 1970s this was extended to studies of the 
federal role in improving air and water quality, solid waste and hazardous waste disposal and land use 
decisions. In addition to working for passage of environmental legislation such as the Clean Air Act 
and the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, the LWV has also lobbied for strong enforcement 
regulations and adequate funding for environmental programs. We also lobbied successfully for the 
Toxic Substance Control Act of 1976, and began to monitor water quality and toxic waste disposal 
across the country. We also supported setting up a “superfund” to pay for cleanup of toxic waste 
dumps. We are actively supporting the “cap and trade” climate change legislation that is currently 
before Congress.  
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The LWV’s commitment to world peace through international cooperation has been a constant since 
1920, with support for the League of Nations and the United Nations and United States aid to the 
economies of developing countries. A study of national security in 1982-1984 gave us positions on 
limiting deployment of nuclear weapons and bilateral negotiations on arms reduction, including 
mutually verifiable inspections.   
 
Congressional reform became a major topic in 1973, when members agreed to allow action on the 
Federal Election Campaign Act under our principles on open and representative government. The act 
limited total spending by candidates, as well as public disclosure of contributions. Although the 
spending limitations were later overturned by the Supreme Court, limitations on contributions as well 
as disclosure were upheld.   We have supported campaign finance reform bills though the years and, 
finally, after five years, in 2002 the Bipartisan Campaign Reform Act (McCain – Feingold) was signed 
into law.  It closed many of the loopholes which had formerly existed.  The provisions of the BCRA 
had been challenged in courts and the League has supported efforts to retain the key provision of the 
act. 
 
A 1990-1993 study of the funding and delivery of health care led to positions favoring a basic level of 
health care for all that is accessible and affordable, with strong cost-control mechanisms.  We support a 
national health insurance plan financed through general revenue (“single payer”).  We are currently 
supporting heath care legislation that meets many of our goals and includes a “public option” plan for 
health care purchasers. 
 
In 1990, the League convention adopted by concurrence our position on gun control and in 2006, again 
by concurrence, our position favoring abolition of the death penalty.   A study of immigration led to the 
adoption in 2006 of policies that the League believes should be applied in the United States. 
  
The League of Women Voters of Maryland 
In its early history, the League of Women Voters of Maryland (LWVMD) concentrated on lobbying for 
such “social feminist” issues as legislation to improve working conditions for women and extending 
the compulsory school age from 14 years to 16 years. Voter registration campaigns were also a major 
activity. 
 
In the 1950s, the State League also lobbied and conducted petition drives for Congressional 
redistricting, then totally in the hands of the state legislature, which was also malapportioned and 
dominated by rural interests. When Supreme Court decisions in 1962 and 1964 required that 
Congressional districts and also election districts for both houses of the state legislature be of 
substantially equal population, the League campaigned for a state constitutional convention to rewrite 
Maryland’s archaic constitution. Although the resulting new constitution was rejected by the voters, the 
state legislature has gradually made many of the recommended changes and simplifications, which 
have then been approved by the voters. 
 
State League studies of education funding led to positions in favor of State financial aid to local school 
systems which would substantially equalize funding among jurisdictions. We continue to support 
increased equalization, including support for the Thornton Commission formulas for school funding 
and the Geographic Cost to Education Index, both of which were fully funded for the first time in 
2009. 
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Acting on national positions, the State League has lobbied successfully for environmental legislation 
such as restrictions on land development in critical areas, and has used both national and state positions 
to work for limitations on strip mining. We continue to support legislation to increase recycling of solid 
wastes and preservation of farm land.  In 2009 we successfully supported the Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions Reduction Act, which mandates significant reductions in greenhouse gases. 
 
Again using national positions, we worked for passage of campaign financing laws and were 
successful in obtaining limitations on the size of campaign contributions and limiting the role of state 
lobbyists in collecting campaign contributions and managing re-election campaigns. Although far from 
perfect, state requirements on reporting campaign contributions and spending have been greatly 
improved.  We successfully supported the constitutional amendment providing for early voting. 
 
LWVMD conducted several studies of the state tax structure, state and local fiscal relations and the 
state budget process. We support greater tax equity through a more graduated income tax and state aid 
to local governments. We also reached consensus to oppose state legislative limits on local government 
tax rates.  We worked diligently during the 2007 special session on state financing to make the 
Maryland tax system fairer.  We were partially successful, with an increase in the progressivity of the 
state income tax. 
 
Since the adoption of a position favoring the abolition of the death penalty in 2005, the League has 
supported legislation to accomplish this.  Although such efforts have been unsuccessful so far, criteria 
which will make capital prosecution more difficult were passed in 2009. 
 
Notable State League successes include passage of an Equal Rights Amendment to the state 
constitution and state ratification of both the ERA and District of Columbia Voting Rights 
Amendments to the federal Constitution. 
 
The League of Women Voters of Montgomery County Maryland, Inc. 
Although the local League (LWVMC) was also founded in 1920, its first notable action campaign 
began in the 1940s with efforts to obtain a home rule charter for the county. At that time, every county 
was governed by a board of commissioners, which was largely responsible for enforcing local 
legislation passed by the state legislature. In practice, this meant that the state senator and one-to-six 
state delegates had control of all local legislation. Although the state constitution provided a 
mechanism for local voters to obtain home rule, the process was long and cumbersome, and state 
legislators were apparently reluctant to give up their control of local legislation. From the first step of 
approval of a charter-writing convention to final approval of a county charter took eight years.  
  
Local League study and action in the 1950s included increasing local government’s control over the bi-
county agencies, the Maryland National Capital Park and Planning Commission (MNCPPC) and the 
Washington Suburban Sanitary Commission (WSSC), which controlled development in the rapidly 
growing suburbs. Local studies led to positions in support of county council appointment of 
Montgomery members of both bodies. 
 
We supported adoption of the 1964 General Plan, and continued periodic re-studies and updates of the 
increasingly complex planning and zoning process. Action on planning and zoning legislation from 
sub-division regulations to zoning master plans continues to be a focus of local League attention. In 
1980 we opposed state legislation to weaken council authority over planning and zoning by giving the 
Executive appointment power over two of the five Planning Board members. Although the legislation 
passed, it was later repealed. 
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After study of local government structure in the 1960s, the League supported a major re-write of the 
1948 Charter, which was approved by the voters in 1968 and established the present council-executive 
form of government, with the first executive elected in 1970. 
 
Public education has long been a study and action item for the League, and we have testified at Board 
of Education and Council budget hearings for adequate funding and efficient administration, in 
addition to such educational programs as English as a Second Language (ESOL). 
 
Studies of local revenue in the 1960s and 1970s led to support for a more progressive local tax 
structure, and greater local control over local tax sources. In 1978, we successfully opposed a TRIM 
Amendment which would have set a permanent limit on the local property tax. We also opposed, 
unsuccessfully, a 1990 Charter Amendment (FIT) which limits total property taxes increases to the rate 
of inflation, unless overridden by a super majority of the Council. 
 
In the early 1990s, LWVMC adopted an ambitious two-year study called Focus on the Child, which 
resulted in 13 Fact Sheets on various aspects of services for children in Montgomery County. This 
endeavor led to the formation of the Network for Children. During this period improving funding, 
coordination and quality of services for families and children was a top priority. Eventually, 
Montgomery County established the Collaboration Council, which assumed many of the roles formerly 
filled by the Network for Children. The Network for Children still exists as a resource committee of 
LWVMC and continues to do research and advocacy. 
 
The late 90s marked a period of controversy about the delivery of fire and rescue services and the 
relationship between volunteer and career firefighters. During that period we did four studies on the 
topic. Land use, transportation, housing, education, health care and the form and funding of county 
government have continued to be priorities of LWVMC. Preservation of the Agricultural Reserve and 
promotion of mass transit have received much of our attention in recent years. Voter Services such as 
voter registration and voter education have always been a major focus and include collaboration with 
the Board of Elections in monitoring polling places. 
 
The National Capital Area League 
The National Capital Area League (LWV-NCA) is an inter-League organization made up of local and 
state Leagues in the Washington Metropolitan area. Set up in the 1960s as a mechanism for study and 
action on issues that cross state and county lines, NCA has supported construction of the Metro rail 
system, greater coordination and cooperation on such issues as water and sewer services, health care 
delivery and airport development and management. In general NCA mirrors the Washington Council of 
Governments as a forum for solving area-wide problems. 
 
 
 
This Fact Sheet was prepared by Barbara Hankins, Diane Hibino, Yvonne Hudson, Maxine Lewack, 
Nancy Soreng and is based on the LWVMC Fact Sheet, April 1995. 
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Wesleyan Methodist Church - Site of 1848 
Women's Rights Convention 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo taken in June 2004 by LWVMC member 
Barbara Hankins. 
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Photo taken from the LWVUS website, www.lwv.org. 
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 LWVMC members 
Elaine Apter and Miriam Dessureau 
  during voter registration in 2008. 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo taken by LWVMC member Brigitta Mullican. 


