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While no time and generation are without their struggles, it’s certainly true that life nowadays is, in many ways, easier than the life of yesteryear. In certain respects, it can be argued that things are the same or even more difficult, but some of the problems that used to be major burdens on society have since been solved. What’s more, many people have had to struggle and suffer immensely to get those problems solved so that we wouldn’t have to. Indeed, the fruits of yesterday’s harsh struggles are now taken for granted. 

One example of this has to be women’s suffrage. Today’s women have the right to vote, but the idea of it being any other way is so inconceivable and foreign to the average person in the developed world that it’s hard to imagine things were so different just a century ago. In the grand scheme of things, a hundred years is little more than a minor episode, so it might as well have been yesterday. And, of course, that’s if we’re focusing exclusively on the United States, where women finally got the right to vote in 1920. Many other countries in the developed world took decades more to make this dream a reality. In many other places in the world, women are still excluded from the political process to at least some degree.

Like most major sociopolitical shifts, women’s suffrage was a milestone that wasn’t reached overnight. The struggle started to gain momentum in the United States around the half of the 19th century, but some women felt they should get their rightful place in the political process well before that. Even after the movement started, though, it still took quite some time for tangible changes to occur. As such, it wasn’t until after the Great War that the final concessions were given. 

In this book, we will explore the fascinating story of America’s greatest expansion of democratic participation for its citizens in history. This prolonged chapter of American history occurred amid other major historical events that came and went and sometimes pushed the suffrage movement to the sidelines of public attention. Still, the movement endured and prevailed in the end. This is a story of struggle and of the major progress that struggle can bring about. 

It’s also a tale that will certainly give you a greater sense of perspective. Many of the comforts and rights we now enjoy and take for granted didn’t come easy. Unfortunately, this is something we easily forget nowadays. Forgetting isn’t problematic solely because it dishonors the ancestors that have struggled. Far more dangerous is the loss of that sense of struggle and value of the rights we have today. It’s far easier to lose the things we don’t value and appreciate, so it is important to remain vigilant and aware of the struggle and suffering that have gone into building these things for us.

This book’s goal is, at the very least, to teach you a few things you might not know about the suffrage movement, but it’s also the writer’s hope that it will serve to refresh your sense of perspective. Our rights aren’t valuable just because they make us comfortable, but also because they were attained through someone’s struggle. By the end of this book, you will have a better understanding of what that struggle entailed. We will focus primarily on the US, but we will also briefly touch upon the history of women’s suffrage in a few other places later on.
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In the grand scheme of history, not just women’s suffrage but the democratic process as a whole hasn’t really been the most popular system of governance. More often than not, human societies have been governed by all sorts of dictatorships and autocracies. Still, as you probably know, voting rights and democracy, in general, are not recent phenomena. 

While most people are aware that democracy existed in ancient Greece, a common misconception is that the system operated like the democracies of today. The democratic system in Athens certainly involved voting, but the “right” to vote was more of a privilege than a right, as it was reserved only for adult, male landowners. This is a common theme throughout history. Furthermore, European societies that emerged in the millennia after Greek city-states like Athens reigned supreme were usually even less democratic. 

Ancient Rome, for instance, was a civilization that came up with and perfected many aspects of governance, statehood, and legislation that we use today. However, it was still far from being a society where democracy thrived. This was in spite of the fact that the Romans were a society greatly influenced and inspired by ancient Greek culture, many aspects of which they had taken and improved upon. Needless to say, the centuries following the fall of the Roman Empire saw much of Europe move even further away from any sort of parliamentary system, let alone representative democracy. Monarchism reigned supreme well into the time following the middle ages.

That’s not to say that various forms of parliament didn’t appear at times, but such systems were not the norm. There were all sorts of interesting cases beyond European civilization too. In 17th-century Canada, for example, the native Iroquois people were observed by a French nun to exercise a considerable degree of gender equality in public and political life. She noted that these folks had female chieftains of significant influence and power. In the local councils, these women’s voice was just as important as that of the men and, sometimes, their influence was even greater than men’s. 

The Iroquois weren’t the only native people where women were equal or even privileged over men. Since the European powers were so influential and dominant in the world, it is no surprise that the analysis of the history of women’s rights is fairly Eurocentric. 

Nonetheless, overlooked examples such as that of the Iroquois tell us that the acceptable way of doing politics and governance is culturally relative. However, the United States was spawned from European colonies and, as such, its progression toward universal suffrage occurred mostly within the context of western civilization.

Looking at things from today’s perspective, the year of 1848 is generally taken as the starting point of the women’s suffrage movement in the United States because that was when the Seneca Falls convention took place. However, American women had been participating in politics in various capacities well before the conversation about actual voting rights was being had by the public. Even during the colonial era, we have an example of a woman who was allowed to vote in Massachusetts in 1756. Her name was Lydia Taft, and she was a wealthy widow from Uxbridge, Massachusetts, where she partook in voting during her local town meetings. 

Lydia Taft’s case was certainly something of a freak occurrence, though, as we have no records of any other women voting in America during colonial times. As the United States was born, the women’s right to participate in politics was a pendulum swinging back and forth numerous times. In the earliest days of the new union, there were examples throughout the states of legislation that allowed certain women to vote, particularly those who owned property. Such was the case in New Jersey in 1776, for instance, where the constitution prescribed that every adult citizen who owned certain property would have the right to vote, regardless of gender. 

These rights would eventually be revoked in 1807, however. New Jersey wasn’t the only example of a state where specific laws were passed to ensure that women couldn’t vote. Indeed, women lost what little voting rights they had in New York as early as 1777. Massachusetts and New Hampshire did the same thing during the 1780s. To make matters worse for universal suffrage, the US Constitutional Convention of 1787 left voting qualifications and all associated issues completely in the hands of individual states. After this, women lost their voting rights everywhere except in New Jersey. 

In the first half of the 19th century, there were some slight improvements, although they were negligible in the grand scheme of things. Kentucky, for instance, took a couple of small steps to enfranchise local women to some degree in 1838. Those women who were heads of their households and lived in more rural areas were allowed to vote on any elections that concerned taxes and the education of children.

Even though some voices during this time felt that universal suffrage should be introduced, this was still an idea that was far outside the realm of acceptable in the public arena. In some circles, voices were calling for women’s suffrage before the 18th century was out, not just in America but also in the UK and elsewhere. However, during these early years, the idea of universal suffrage and complete equality of the genders was controversial and considered very radical to an extent where it truly was a fringe idea. In fact, even many activists belonging to various parts of the broader movements for women’s rights during that time were opposed to universal suffrage. From all corners of the political spectrum, people who advocated all sorts of reforms and concessions to women still felt that the participation of women in public, political affairs was a step too far. 

The paradox of such thinking might be fairly obvious to some folks when looking at the problem from our modern perspective. Asking for reforms and campaigning for legislation is much less likely to yield results when the activist individual or group has no voting power. Quite simply, politicians aren’t particularly interested in implementing the will of those who can’t even vote for or against them. It took decades for people, particularly various reformists, to start facing this fact in meaningful numbers.

Religion as a Factor

Seeing as it has had such a major impact on human life since time immemorial, religion has naturally shaped the way we look at many things regarding gender. That has reflected on social hierarchies and systems all over the world in many ways, and suffrage as certainly been affected. 

First and foremost, gender roles and equality are something to consider within the context of religions too or, more precisely, the institutions and governing organizations of those religions. In Islam and most Christian denominations, for instance, women play limited to non-existent roles in the clergy and most elective processes that the clergy is involved in. In the Catholic Church, the election of the Pope is one example of this. Popes are elected by cardinals, and since women can’t become cardinals, they can’t participate in electing a new Pope. Things aren’t much different in Islam, and it’s no secret that Abrahamic religions are male-dominated. After all, the historical contexts and social conditions from which these religions arose have guaranteed that from the start.

Judaism is perhaps the one Abrahamic religion with the greatest degree of gender equality. Women are allowed to vote
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