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The story of women's suffrage is a story of voting rights, of 
inclusion in and exclusion from the franchise, and of our 
civic development as a nation. Votes for Women: A Portrait 
of Persistence, a poster exhibition from the Smithsonian, 
celebrates the 100th anniversary of the Nineteenth 
Amendment and explores the complexity of the women's 
suffrage movement and the relevance of this history to 
Americans' lives today. The crusade for women's suffrage is 
one of the longest reform movements in American history. 
Between 1832 and 1920, women citizens organized for the 
right to vote, agitating first in their states or territories and 
also, simultaneously, through petitioning for a federal 
amendment to the U.S. Constitution.
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A PORTRAIT 
OF 
PERSISTENCE

Based on the National Portrait Gallery exhibition of the 
same name, Votes for Women seeks to expand visitors’ 
understanding of the suffrage movement in the United 
States. The poster exhibition addresses women's political 
activism, explores the racism that challenged universal 
suffrage, and documents the ratification of the 
Nineteenth Amendment which prohibits the government 
from denying U.S. citizens the right to vote on the basis 
of gender. It also touches upon the suffrage movement's 
relevance to current conversations on voting and voting 
rights across America.
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OF 
PERSISTENCE

Votes for Women: A Portrait of Persistence is organized by the 
Smithsonian Institution Traveling Exhibition Service in collaboration 
with the National Portrait Gallery. This project received support 
from the Smithsonian American Women’s History Initiative.

About the Smithsonian American Women’s History 
Initiative

The Smithsonian American Women’s History Initiative, Because of 
Her Story is one of the country’s most ambitious undertakings to 
research, collect, document, display and share the compelling story 
of women. It will deepen our understanding of women’s 
contributions to the nation and the world. More information about 
the initiative is available at womenshistory.si.edu.

https://womenshistory.si.edu/


VOTES FOR WOMEN
A PORTRAIT OF PERSISTENCE

• The fight for women’s right to vote lasted more than 80 years. 
Women organized in their states or territories as well as 
petitioned for a constitutional amendment.

• From the beginning, suffragists sought to make women’s rights 
debates public. In the 1870s, they adopted civil disobedience by 
attempting to vote. When Black women were excluded from 
some suffrage organizations, they formed separate advocacy 
groups. In the 1910s, activists staged nonviolent tactics of protest 
like parades and picketing. Eventually, the movement culminated 
in the ratification of the 19th Amendment in 1920. Nevertheless, 
until the 1965 Voting Rights Act, the right to vote for some 
women was often suppressed.

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/womenshistory/20-for-2020.htm
https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured-documents/amendment-19
https://www.archives.gov/legislative/features/voting-rights-1965


WOMEN’S VOTING RIGHTS
ORIGINATED IN THE WOMEN’S 
MOVEMENT

• The focus on voting rights grew out of a much longer campaign for 
women’s legal rights. In most states until the 1880s, when a woman 
married, her husband assumed control of her person, property, and  
money. The women’s movement sought to increase  women’s rights.

• The antislavery movement also played a role. When some male 
abolitionists blocked women from joining their organizations, women 
formed their own societies, including the first female antislavery 
society, in Salem, Massachusetts, in 1832. Black women were among 
its founders.

• By the first national women’s rights convention in 1848 at Seneca 
Falls, New York, women of all races were decrying laws that assumed 
that “citizen”  meant “white male.” 

https://www.ushistory.org/more/timeline.htm
http://www.congregationallibrary.org/nehh/series3/SFASS
https://www.nps.gov/wori/learn/historyculture/the-first-womens-rights-convention.htm


CONSTITUTIONAL ARGUMENTS 
AND WOMEN’S VOTING RIGHTS

• Many educated white women became outraged  when the 15th 
Amendment granted Black men the vote first. Suffragists split into 
two factions: one pursued a new constitutional amendment while 
the other accepted  the 15th Amendment, but thought changing 
laws state by state was the better course.

• Those who wanted a new amendment acted on the fact that the 
14th Amendment established anyone born in the United States was 
a citizen. They went to the polls claiming, as citizens, they already 
possessed the ballot—which they would argue in court. In 1874 
the Supreme Court ruled that, according to the 15th Amendment, 
voting is not a right of citizenship, but a privilege accorded by 
states’ laws—and dealt the movement a severe blow.

https://constitutioncenter.org/interactive-constitution/amendment/amendment-xv


THE CONCEPT OF 
CITIZENSHIP SEEMS 
STRAIGHTFORWARD, BUT
• The 14th Amendment states that anyone born or 

naturalized in the United States is a citizen. But it goes 
on to specify voters must be male. The 15th 
Amendment asserts the vote cannot be denied because 
of race, color, or “previous condition of servitude.” But 
it leaves women out of the picture. These amendments 
contained enough ambiguity to allow local laws and 
regulations to deny the vote, education, and other 
benefits to many citizens. Native Americans were not 
even granted citizenship until 1924. 

• Women of color organized beyond merely voting 
rights. Confronting a wide range of social issues, they 
worked to educate their people, confront white 
authority, claim  their dignity, and campaign for justice.



THE NEW WOMAN

• In the 1890s, the image of the “New Woman”—young, athletic, 
educated, and devoted to progressive ideas, especially suffrage—
emerged as a radical social force in American society. Awakening 
the public to an awareness of gender inequality, she ushered in a 
new century. Black and white women alike embraced the idea of 
the New Woman, and the image of an educated woman freely 
moving outside the home inspired many. Women saw education as 
the first step to progress.

https://ehistory.osu.edu/sites/ehistory.osu.edu/files/mmh/clash/NewWoman/newwomen-page1.htm


EQUALITY IS THE SACRED LAW 
OF HUMANITY. C. 1903-1915

• The use of symbols drawn from ancient Greece and Rome 
appealed to conservative values and asserted the respectability 
of the suffragist movement.  A woman in profile wears a winged 
petasos helmet as a way to illustrate her role as a divine 
messenger of equality, while the bundle of sticks around an axe 
symbolizes strength through unity. Egbert Jacobson, a graphic 
designer and a leader in color theory and typography, was 
married to a prominent suffragist, Franc Delzell Jacobson—and 
he, like many men, supported her cause.

• Lithograph by Egbert C. Jacobson Courtesy of Schlesinger 
Library, Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study, Harvard University

https://americanart.si.edu/artist/egbert-jacobson-5808


SUFFRAGISTS WERE 
POLITICAL GENIUSES

• In the 1910s, suffragists in the United States decided publicity was 
their best course of action to change the country’s mindset about 
women’s voting rights. Inspired by the work of British suffragettes, 
and led by Alice Paul, they turned to non-violent spectacles 
considered shockingly militant for women at that time, most 
notably parades and picketing of the White House. 

• On March 3, 1913, Paul and the National Woman’s Party 
organized thousands of women—many wearing white—to march 
down Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C. The women’s 
march attracted a crowd of more than 500,000 and upstaged the 
inauguration speech of President Wilson the next day. This was 
the first time anyone had ever staged a non-violent march on 
Washington. 

https://www.alicepaul.org/who-was-alice-paul/
https://www.nps.gov/articles/woman-suffrage-procession1913.htm


AMERICAN SUFFRAGE HAD 
COURAGE

• In the fight for the vote, suffragists took risks women today don’t 
think of as dangerous. But protesting in public, such as picketing 
the White House, was considered unseemly and undignified. Mary 
Church Terrell was the only Black woman to participate, in part 
due to prejudice, but also because being jailed was life-
threatening for women of color. 

• In 1915—a time when it was rare to see women driving—
suffragist “envoys” drove across the country and gathered more 
than 500,000 signatures in a “monster petition.” During World 
War I, suffragists sponsored all-women teams of doctors and 
nurses to the front lines, where they endured direct 
bombardment. These compelling tactics created massive support 
for the suffrage cause.

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/mary-church-terrell
https://www.njlm.org/1080/Womans-Suffrage-Centennial


SUFFRAGE MAP
1919

• This map shows which states allowed women 
to vote before the 19th Amendment. 
Suffragists used such maps to track their 
progress and to persuade states that were 
reluctant to give women the vote. Note how 
the map depicts the various levels of suffrage 
women had, and how, from state to state, it 
differed.

• From The Woman Citizen, March 22, 1919 
Courtesy of Ronnie Lapinsky Sax



THE 19TH AMENDMENT WAS 
AN INCOMPLETE VICTORY

• A bill for amending the Constitution and giving women the vote 
passed both chambers of Congress in 1919. The suffragists finally 
triumphed in August 1920 when 36 states—the necessary three-
fourths of the country’s 48 states—voted to ratify it:

• “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.”

• But passage of the 19th Amendment was not a final triumph for 
Americans’ right to vote. Racist laws still blocked many people of 
color from voting, and kept Native Americans and Asian 
immigrants from becoming citizens. The true conclusion to the 
19th Amendment was the 1965 Voting Rights Act, protecting the 
vote for all Americans. 



SUFFRAGE 
PAGEANT, 1913 

• On March 3, 1913, 5,000 women 
suffragists processed down Pennsylvania 
Avenue in Washington, D.C. Played by 
actor Hedwig Reicher, Columbia gave 
them her approval and endorsement of 
their cause, symbolically granting the 
women the right to vote. 

• George Grantham Bain Collection, Library 
of Congress 



IDA B. WELLS

• An investigative reporter who crusaded against 
lynching, Ida B. Wells (1862–1931) was one of the 
most important journalists of the late 1800s. At the 
1913 suffrage march in Washington, D.C., she 
refused to walk in the back where Black women 
were being segregated. Instead, she took her place at 
the front of the Illinois delegation. 

• Albumen silver print by Sallie E. Garrity, c. 1893 
Courtesy of National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian 
Institution 

https://www.nps.gov/people/idabwells.htm


ZITKÁLA-ŠÁ

• Women of color organized beyond merely voting 
rights. A Lakota Sioux, Zitkála-Šá (1876–1938) 
fought tirelessly for Native American rights. She 
helped found both the Society of the American 
Indians in 1907 and the National Council of 
American Indians in 1926. 

• Photogravure by Joseph T. Kelley, 1898 (printed 1901) 
Courtesy of National Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian 
Institution 

https://www.nps.gov/people/zitkala-sa.htm


COLLEGE WOMEN 
PICKETING IN FRONT OF 
THE WHITE HOUSE, 1917 

• In the first such protest in history, 
women picket the White House 
every day from January 1917 until 
the 19th Amendment was ratified 
in August 1920. On this day, 
college-educated women worked 
the picket line. 

• Gelatin silver print Courtesy of 
National Woman’s Party, Washington, 
D.C. 

https://www.nps.gov/articles/national-womans-party-protests-world-war-i.htm


HOW DID WOMEN EARN THE RIGHT TO VOTE?

AND HOW ARE THEY ADVOCATING FOR SOCIAL 
CHANGE TODAY?



FIVE YOU 
SHOULD 
KNOW: 
AMERICAN 
SUFFRAGISTS 

• When the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution 
was ratified in August 1920, African American women 
were denied equal access to the ballot and had to fight 
for the right to vote until the 1960s. Here are the 
stories of five African American suffragists you should 
know.

• American History Through an African American Lens

https://nmaahc.tumblr.com/post/70901835372/five-you-should-know-african-american-suffragists


NATIONAL 
YOUTH 
SUMMIT –
WOMAN 
SUFFRAGE: 
THE BALLOT 
AND BEYOND

• The National Museum of American History’s 2019 
National Youth Summit looked at woman suffrage as an 
example of how groups with limited political power 
have shaped and continue to shape our democracy.

• Full Program

https://americanhistory.si.edu/national-youth-summit/woman-suffrage


THE SUFFRAGIST

• These videos from the National 
Museum of American History examine 
the actions taken by suffragists in 1917 
as they fought to win the right to vote. 
Students learn through the experience 
of Rebecca, a historical character who 
is deciding whether to join the 
movement.

• Videos

https://historyexplorer.si.edu/resource/suffragist


GIRLHOOD (IT’S 
COMPLICATED)

• Get a behind-the-scenes preview of the upcoming 
exhibition, Girlhood (It’s complicated), with Jean Case, co-
chair of the Smithsonian American Women's 
History Initiative

• Advisory Committee, Dr. Kathleen Franz, curator 
and chair of the National Museum of American 
History's Division of Work History, and Megan 
Smith, senior creative developer in the museum's 
Education and Impact team. The exhibition will 
open at the National Museum of American 
History this fall, and SITES will travel the 
exhibition beginning in 2023. Learn more about 
the traveling exhibition, exhibit link.

https://americanhistory.si.edu/exhibitions/girlhood-its-complicated
http://go.pardot.com/e/226552/2020-08-12/jl67c/504458150?h=DoaVXQQN3uIYY4dygLvUnV_Z1meKns4SAe0cqZY9Ab0
https://www.sites.si.edu/s/topic/0TO1Q000000U31EWAS/girlhood-its-complicated


WOMEN’S LIBERATION PLAYLIST

• This playlist of songs of activism and protest was compiled by Meredith Holmgren, 
Curator of American Women’s Music at the Smithsonian Center for Folklife and Cultural 
Heritage.

• Playlist

https://folkways.si.edu/womens-liberation/music/playlist/smithsonian


BECAUSE OF 
HER STORY: 
ACTIVISM • Progress on every major social issue of our time has 

its roots in the activism and advocacy of everyday 
people in the past. Read stories about women activists, 
explore objects from the Smithsonian’s collections, and 
dive into other related resources.

• Activism

https://womenshistory.si.edu/herstory/activism


VOTES FOR 
WOMEN:  A 
PORTRAIT OF 
PERSISTENCE

• The story of woman suffrage is a story of voting rights, 
of inclusion in and exclusion from the franchise, and of 
our civic development as a nation. Votes for Women: A 
Portrait of Persistence is a free, dynamic poster 
exhibition from SITES based on the National Portrait 
Gallery’s exhibition of the same name.

• A Portrait

https://www.sites.si.edu/s/topic/0TO1Q000000cZgKWAU/votes-for-women-a-portrait-of-persistence


EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES

National Portrait Gallery 

Votes for Women exhibition website 

Votes for Women collection search results 

American Women’s History Initiative 

Explore the historical record of the accomplishments of American women here. 

Votes for Women: A Portrait of Persistence on the Smithsonian Learning Lab 

A collection of text, education prompts and images related to the poster exhibition 

Preferred browser: Google Chrome 

National Museum of African American History and Culture 

Blog posts, collection story*, event and news about women’s suffrage 

Collection search results for women’s suffrage 

https://npg.si.edu/exhibition/votes-for-women
https://npg.si.edu/search/collections?edan_q=votes%20for%20women
https://womenshistory.si.edu/herstory/activism
https://learninglab.si.edu/collections/votes-for-women-a-portrait-of-persistence-poster-exhibition/wUUjrwLbRem6ofXh#r/
https://nmaahc.si.edu/search?search_api_views_fulltext=women's+suffrage
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/collection/search?edan_local=1&edan_q=women%27s%2Bsuffrage&


National Museum of American History 

Women’s history resources 

Woman suffrage search results 

Woman suffrage collections search results 

History Explorer suffrage search results 

Smithsonian American Art Museum 

“Who Tells Your Story? Exploring Women and Identity?” video

“Remaking the Rules: Exploring Women Who Broke Barriers” video 

“Persisting and Resisting: Exploring Women as Activists” video 

National Museum of the American Indian 

Native American Women online resources 

Cooper-Hewitt Smithsonian Design Museum 

Women’s suffrage search results 

https://americanhistory.si.edu/topics/womens-history
https://americanhistory.si.edu/site-search/women%27s+suffrage
https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/search?edan_local=1&edan_q=women's%20suffrage&edan_fq%5B0%5D=online_visual_material:true
https://historyexplorer.si.edu/search-results/suffrage?r=&g=&e=&c=&is=&be=0&brl=0&bg=0&bb=&tab=resources
https://americanart.si.edu/videos/who-tells-your-story-exploring-women-and-identity-159218
https://americanart.si.edu/media/160541
https://americanart.si.edu/videos/persisting-and-resisting-exploring-women-activists-159018
https://americanindian.si.edu/online-resources/native-american-women
https://www.cooperhewitt.org/?s=women's+suffrage


National Postal Museum 

Women’s suffrage collections search results 

Research articles on women in the U.S. Postal System 

Women on Stamps virtual exhibition 

League of Women Voters 

Women’s suffrage search results 

Library of Congress 

Teacher resources, lesson plans and primary source sets 

Shall Not Be Denied: Women Fight for the Vote exhibition website 

National Woman’s Party (NWP) 

NWP collections 

NWP exhibits 

https://postalmuseum.si.edu/collections/search?edan_local=1&edan_q=women%2Bsuffrage&
https://postalmuseum.si.edu/research-articles/women-in-the-us-postal-system
https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/women-on-stamps-part-1
https://www.lwv.org/search?keywords=women's+suffrage
https://www.loc.gov/search/?in=PartOf:Teachers&q=women's+suffrage
https://www.loc.gov/search/?in=PartOf:Teachers&q=women's+suffrage
https://www.loc.gov/search/?in=PartOf:Teachers&q=women's+suffrage
https://www.loc.gov/exhibitions/women-fight-for-the-vote/about-this-exhibition/?&loclr=reclnk
https://www.nationalwomansparty.org/our-history
https://www.nationalwomansparty.org/exhibits


U.S. National Archives and Records Administration 

Rightfully Hers: American Women and the Vote exhibit 

Women’s Rights page 

Woman Suffrage educator resources 

Woman Suffrage primary sources and teaching activities on DocsTeach

19th Amendment online featured documents 

https://museum.archives.gov/rightfully-hers
https://www.archives.gov/women
https://www.archives.gov/education/lessons/woman-suffrage
https://www.docsteach.org/topics/women
https://www.archives.gov/exhibits/featured-documents/amendment-19


www.noyesmuseum.org
www.sites.si.edu
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