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When my partner Bill asked me why I was passionate about today’s topic, I told him that I 
couldn’t imagine living in nation where I had no say in the government. And, I feel incredibly 
grateful to everyone who fought for decades to win women’s suffrage. So, I wanted to honor 
them by telling some of the story. You may know much of it already, but I hope that the very 
telling matters as an act of commemoration and of reflection.  
 
But telling a story, a history, is never as simple as it seems. 
 
You may have heard of a recent musical, “Hamilton”?!? In the musical, the final song riffs 
around the refrain “who lives, who dies, who tells your story?”  Thinking of her slain husband 
Alexander, Eliza Hamilton sings,  
 

I live another fifty years 
It's not enough 
 
I interview every soldier who fought by your side 
 
I try to make sense of your thousands of pages of writings 
You really do write like you're running out of time 

 
In the parlance of today’s academic language, you might say she works to create an archive of 
original documents and first-person interviews. Then, she hands them over to historians to 
write a story.  
 
History is a story. It is a narrative that selects facts from the archival resources  and then links 
them together casting the knowledge in a particular way. As the date for the 100th Anniversary 
of the 19th Amendment approached, many articles, editorials, books, and even a new 
documentary on PBS have appeared addressing the history of women’s suffrage. In many of 
these, there has been a steadfast refusal to tell a simple story. Rather, the story of the fight for 
women’s suffrage is just that…a fight. A fight of competing interests and visions. A fight of 
different priorities and values. A fight infused with racism and classism.  
 
So, let me ask, if you had to name a person associated with women’s suffrage, what name(s) 
would come first to mind? Perhaps Susan B. Anthony? She was a Unitarian after all! Perhaps 
with Anthony, you might also think of the name Elisabeth Cady Stanton? Stanton was 
instrumental in the 1848 Women’s Convention in Seneca Falls, New York—the first of many 
such conventions to follow. Two years later, Lucy Stone organized the first national Women’s 
Rights Convention in nearby Worcester. Together with Lucretia Mott, Anthony, Stanton, and 
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Stone organized the American Equal Rights Association in 1866 to advocate for equality and 
suffrage for both African Americans and women. Indeed, many of the early women involved in 
the fight for women’s rights were active abolitionists. I would be remiss to not also mention 
Wayland’s Lydia Maria Child as a contemporary who both advocated for women’s equality and 
for abolition.  
 
If you did not know, all of these women I’ve named were white women of some means. But 
suffrage is not an all-white story. Throughout these years of Women’s Rights Conventions, 
speakers included African American speakers such as Frederick Douglass, Sojourner Truth, and 
Frances Ellen Watkins Harper. Harriet Tubman also spoke publicly in support of women’s 
suffrage. With the entwined goals of suffrage for African Americans and for women, there was 
shared energy, but also tension around priorities.  
 
The tension of priorities blew up over the 15th Amendment. Distraught that black men might be 
granted the vote before white women, Stanton and Anthony withheld their support for the 15th 
Amendment. While Stanton and Anthony created their own organization, the National Woman 
Suffrage Association (NWSA), Stone joined with Julia Ward Howe to found the American 
Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA). For more than 20 years, the split persisted until the two 
groups merged in 1890 into the National American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA).  
 
Tubman, Douglass, and Harper as well as Stone, Stanton, and Anthony would all die before 
ratification of the 19th Amendment in 1920. But the racial tensions within the suffrage 
movement did not.  
 
As the 20th century began, the NAWSA was led by Carrie Chapman Catt, then Anna Howard 
Shaw, before moving back again to Catt in 1915. Again, both were white women of means. 
After a tenure as a member of the NAWSA, Alice Paul founded the rival National Woman’s Party 
in 1916 to pursue a national amendment and more militant tactics. For example, Paul was 
responsible for the famous line of picketers standing at the White House gates, even 
throughout World War I. During the same decades, the National Association of Colored 
Women’s Clubs was active. Formed in 1896 under the leadership of Mary Church Terrell and 
others, attendees at the founding meeting included the elderly Tubman and Harper as well as 
Ida B. Wells Barnett—the internationally known anti-lynching activist. While founded with a 
broad mission, suffrage featured among their goals.   
 
Indeed, in January 1913, Wells Barnett formed the Alpha Suffrage Club in Chicago. A few 
months later, she and 60 other Black women from Illinois journeyed to Washington D.C. to 
march in a massive suffrage parade on the eve of President Wilson’s inauguration. Organized by 
NAWSA, the parade was the brainchild of Alice Paul (during her tenure with the group). Fearful 
of losing the support of Southern women, Paul hesitated to allow the Black women to join 
before allowing them to join only at the rear of the march. Furthermore, the Black women’s 
organizations were omitted from the program. Wells Barnett refused this option, choosing 
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instead to wait on the sidewalk, then sliding in with her white peers from Illinois when they 
appeared.  
 
In these ways and many more, the fight for women’s suffrage was messy—not only with the 
gender politics, but also the politics of race. So, how do we tell this story?  
 
To break it down, I’ll revert to the 5 W’s many of us may have learned as kids in school.  
 
Who do we include in this story? When Stanton and Anthony collaborated with other white 
women to produce the History of Woman Suffrage, the suffrage organization they led loomed 
large while competing organizations receive short shrift and Black suffragists are nearly 
invisible. Additional research and new books tell a far more complex story of multiple actors 
impacting the fight.  
 
So, what was at stake in the fight? And why did women engage in this fight? A recent new 
story, citing Valethia Watkins, an associate professor of Africana studies at Howard University, 
explains: 
 

Watkins says that comparing Black and white suffragists, "the why we fight and how we 
fight are not the same. For white suffragists, they want to fight for a single issue, and 
that is the vote. Ultimately, they were fighting for themselves alone." 
 
But for Black women, the fight for suffrage was a multifaceted effort closely linked to 
other fights for equality within Black communities, including opposition to sexual 
violence, Jim Crow laws and lynching. 

 
Where was this all happening? In Stanton and Anthony’s story, Seneca Falls marks an important 
beginning. Indeed, today the city hosts the Women’s Rights National Historic Park as well as the 
National Women’s Hall of Fame. But outside of New York, our own city of Boston features 
prominently as well. Boston was the headquarters of Stone’s American Woman Suffrage 
Association as well as where Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin published The Woman’s Era—the first 
national newspaper published by and for African-American women. However, Massachusetts 
was also home to one of the earliest organized anti-suffrage groups.  Of course, D.C. also 
featured prominently and the building of Paul’s National Woman’s Party remains at the foot of 
the Capitol where it is now both a national monument and an active headquarters for the Party. 
But really, the women’s suffrage movement was everywhere in the country. Small towns and 
big cities. Out West, down South, and here in Wayland—you can learn more about suffrage in 
Wayland at two events planned. See our website or Facebook for more details.  
 
Finally, the question of when. When does it begin? Is the 1848 Woman’s Convention in Seneca 
Falls really the ‘start’? Does it give us pause to consider that this convention met on land clearly 
once settled with the Seneca—a culture in which women held property and inheritance was 
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matrilineal. Even the first chapter of Stanton and Anthony’s History discusses the “Preceding 
Causes” ”—albeit none not fostered by white, European men or women.  
 
But, perhaps the question that matters most today is when does the fight for women’s suffrage 
end? On August 18, 1920 Tennessee ratified the 19th Amendment, the final state needed. But 
the Amendment did not become law until the Secretary of State certified it. This happened at 
8:00 a.m. on August 26, 1920. Despite the hope for a formal, public signing, the Secretary did so 
at his home office behind closed doors. Perhaps a bit anti-climatic?!! 
 
Was this the end of the fight? The 19th Amendment impacted primarily white women as Jim 
Crow laws severely restricted suffrage for Black citizens. Not until the Civil Rights act of 1965 
were many Black women truly able to vote. In other words, Black women have had the vote 
nearly half as long as white women. So also, Native American women were unable to vote in 
1920. In fact, Native people were not citizens of the United States until the 1924 Indian 
Citizenship Act. Even after this Act, many states denied their right to vote. Going state by state 
to win suffrage, the last state to grant Native American voting rights was Utah in 1962.  
 
And today? To say that the work of protecting voting rights continues is clear. I think many of us 
are concerned about the ongoing disenfranchisement of voters—even before the recent Post 
Office conflicts. Purging voter rolls, requiring voter ID, stripping felons of suffrage, closing 
polling locations, gerrymandering districts, and, yes, undermining the reliability of voting by 
mail, especially during a pandemic, all work towards disenfranchising voters.  
 
I began by saying that I’m passionate about this Anniversary because of the right to vote it gave 
to me as a white woman. Significantly, to win this right, men who would not directly benefit 
had to be convinced to act to secure suffrage for others. So also today, many of us have the 
ability to help protect the voting rights of others. It is why so many of us have sent postcards as 
part of the UU the Vote project Jean Milburn is spearheading. And, I know she has more 
postcards ready to go—just request them from the link in today’s eblast. Or, go back to the link 
for giving to #BlackWomenVote to help support voting rights financially. 
 
Voting is an expression of voice and a power to shape our collective life together. This is a 
sacred gift that affirms both the worth and dignity of persons as well as our connections to each 
other. As we are able, may we vote and may we fight for the right to vote for others.  
 
So may it be. Amen. 
 
 
 


