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ABSTRACT

Tennessee ratified the Nineteenth amendment by a margin of one voie. This
circumstance has generated myths that serve to obscure rather than enlighten the events
that occurred. Historians generally attribute women winning the right to vote to the
improvements in their legal status, education, and employment that encouraged women to
demand the right to vote. Following suffragists’ rhetoric, historians believe that national
opposition to women'’s enfranchisement came from the liquor industry and from railroad
industries because they feared that women would vote to maintain prohibition and pass
regulating legislation damaging to their industries. Suffragists, therefore, mounted many
campaigns that led to women winning the right to vote in presidential elections in many
states, thereby giving them influence over the presidency. Once Woodrow Wilson gave a
federal amendment his support and helped it through congress, the matter was settled
nationally, but the states still had to ratify it. Some southern states had to ratify the
amendment for it to be added to the constitution. Yet, the South was noted for its
opposition to women’s enfranchisement based on its desire to maintain a segregated
society and to retain the states’ right to prevent black men from voting. Clearly,
ratification was not inevitable.

This study, therefore, examines Tennessee, its politics, and its politicians to see to

what extent the usual historical explanations that states’ rights and the liquor and railroad
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industries were the main obstructions to Tennessee’s ratification of the Nineteenth
Amendment. It concludes that women’s increased access to education and employment
affected too few women in the state to cause a great demand for the vote. Moreover,
corporate opponents and racist fears were less important as impediments to ratification
than historians have believed. Legislators voted neither out of fear of federal intervention,
nor from party loyalty; they considered each issue on its merits. Whether it was good for
the state, their constituents, and their own political careers seem likely reasons for their
decisions. Woman suffrage hung in the balance until the last possible minute so that one

vote eventually determined the outcome in Tennessee.
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INTRODUCTION

On 18 August 1920, Speaker of the House Seth Walker cried, “The hour has

1! He was less confident after he lost the

come. The battle has been fought and won
motion to table the amendment, but his loss was women’s gain. When he also lost the
final vote, women dressed in yellow waved their flags in celebration as Tennessee
became the thirty-sixth state to ratify the Nineteenth Amendment, thereby enshrining it in
the United States constitution. Although these women rejoiced at the prospect of voting
for the first time in the 1920 elections, others dreaded the responsibility. Both camps
fought their last battle in Tennessee, but their story had begun many years before.
Generations of women had joined the fray in protracted and often discouraging
campaigns to win the right to vote.

To understand what happened in Tennessee we need to know the course women,
on both sides of the debate, traveled to arrive there. The state that played host to the final
campaign to enfranchise American women also deserves consideration because the
outcome could have been far different in another place and time. Tennessee women

contributed greatly to the final assault, even though they were latecomers to the woman

suffrage movement compared with their contemporaries in many other states. This



exciting story led to the creation of myths that unnecessarily embellish an already
dramatic tale.

If Tennessee had not ratified, the amendment may never have succeeded. Only
four other states had yet to consider it: North Carolina, Florida, Connecticut, and
Vermont. North Carolina’s House voted against the amendment on 19 August 1920, and
the governors of both Connecticut and Vermont had refused to call special sessions,
which indicated their opposition to the issue.” Despite these difficulties, suffragists
campaigning in Tennessee succeeded in adding the Nineteenth Amendment to the United
States’ constitution. Historians have been less interested in analyzing the ratification
campaign itself; instead, they have concentrated on the sources of opposition to woman
suffrage.’

Generally, historians explain southern opposition to women'’s enfranchisement as
arising from fears of increasing the black vote by enfranchising black women. According
to historian Marjorie Spruill Wheeler, “southern white men would be reluctant to use
against black women the violence that they regularly employed against black men.”* In
national politics, southern congressmen were glad to have an opportunity to highlight
racist concerns because they received good press at home. Politically, southern senators
fared much better if they gave the appearance of having woman suffrage forced upon
them because of fears that it would allow blacks to vote. Nevertheless, southern ideals
could have supported woman suffrage. Although the ideal of the virtuous, domestic,
southern lady militated against it, that ideal was offset by elite white men receiving

support at the polls from their wives and daughters. Conversely, poor white men feared

(89]



that the more educated elite white women would outnumber them at the polls.
Fundamentalist Protestantism deplored women’s public participation, but their support
for prohibition and other moral causes, which suffragists also supported, offset that
difficulty. One unifying idea dominated the others, however. The South did not want
federal intervention, and a woman suffrage amendment would inevitably lead to such
intervention. Although states’ rights concerns were not limited to southerners, fears of
blacks voting and concerns for states’ rights prevented southern congressmen from
supporting a federal amendment.’

Elite whites had gained political control of the South at the end of the nineteenth
century. Wealthy, black-belt Democrats had successfully limited the franchise to gain
control of black counties, end political competition, and keep the lower classes out of
politics because they wanted to control their black tenants, ensure that they did not have
to deal with black elected officials, and avoid arguments with upland and urban areas
over increased taxation to meet their needs. They found it easier to accomplish their aims
if they undermined Republican support. Black belt areas were over represented because
population was used to determine representation at party conventions so ruling whites
had increased power to choose nominees. The most important outcome of the Progressive
Era in the South was, therefore, black disfranchisement. Racism was not limited to
Democrats; Republicans were also racist. Although both parties were prepared to court
black votes when necessary, they sought to prevent blacks from voting so that they had
no need to do so. Southern Progressives wanted government by the people, but they

defined “the people™ as white middle class males. They did not, therefore, disfranchise



only blacks but also poor whites by enforcing such measures as poll taxes and literary
tests.’

In the 1880s, when Bourbon Democrats had gained power in Tennessee, they
found Republican rule a convenient threat by which they could distract voters from
internal party dissension that could have cost them their power.” Thus, they induced
Democratic voters to see Republicans as dangerous to society. Middle and west
Tennessee allied in voting Democrat to keep eastern Republicans out of statewide offices.
New women voters threatened to disrupt this power structure because nobody knew how
they would vote. If women voted like their menfolk, they would simply double the
electorate without giving either party an advantage. If, however, they voted independently
from men, they would threaten the status quo possibly leading to loss of Democratic
control. Changing the electorate was, therefore, naturally unattractive to entrenched
political parties.”

White supremacy touched everything in the South forcing everyone into
stereotypical roles. Segregation had the dual purpose of keeping black men away from
white women and consigning blacks to permanent inferiority so that poor whites felt
compensated for their low economic status. The former aim ensured that segregation was
not enforced in all male arenas.” Although suffragists condemned the race issue as
“bogus,” the passage of the federal amendment allowed antisuffragists to “divert the
debate from woman suffrage . . . to . .. states’ rights fears.”'" Historians, therefore, agree
that ratification was unlikely in the South because of states’ rights concerns arising from

the need to protect white supremacy. Some, such as Aileen S. Kraditor, also acknowledge



that many legislators “opposed woman suffrage on any terms.”"' No one has yet
examined the effect of the race question specifically on Tennessee’s ratification
campaign.

According to suffragists, further opposition to enfranchising women came from
brewers, manufacturers, and railroad owners. Historians agree that such groups opposed
woman suffrage because they believed that women would support prohibition and child
labor and worker protection legislation that would be detrimental to their industries.
However, historians disagree on the influence corporate interests had on woman suffrage
campaigns. For instance, David Morgan believes that suffragists sought progressive

support, which made them enemies among the liquor interests and in industry. Brewers,

therefore, worked to defeat woman suffrage, but they ceased to wield much power after
% many states passed prohibition laws and the nation adopted the prohibition amendment.
Steven Buechler argues that brewers’ and manufacturers’ power varied in different
regions. He found that the brewers were stronger in the West and manufacturers posed a

greater threat in the East. Thomas Jablonsky does not accept the idea that liquor interests

controlled antisuffragists, while Jane Jerome Camhi sees them as inextricably linked. A
political scientist, Eileen Lorenzi McDonagh, used non-traditional statistical methods to
analyze congressional representatives’ voting patterns during the Progressive Era, and she
found that representatives who voted for woman suffrage usually opposed the Eighteenth

Amendment."” Her conclusion suggests that suffragists and brewers garnered support

from the same constituency of civil rights’ defenders. Unfortunately, her investigations

do not always include southern states, but her research indicates that the old stereotypes



linking woman suftrage and prohibition may be too simplistic. Such diverse conclusions
drawn by scholars suggest that corporate influence on suffrage campaigns probably
depended on time and place.

In Tennessee, despite the passage of the Eighteenth Amendment, suffrage leader
Carrie Chapman Catt accused the liquor interests of working to defeat the woman
suffrage amendment. Similarly, suffragist Sue White blamed the Louisville and Nashville
Railroad for increased opposition to the amendment. Historian Elna C. Green supports
White’s view because she argues that the railroad more than the liquor industry
influenced the antisuffrage campaign.'* Marjorie Spruill Wheeler, however, contends that
“a formidable anti lobby, aided by lobbyists for liquor, railroad, and manufacturing
interests, tried to break down suffrage support in the House.”'* Yet, Anastatia Sims points
out that suffragists “were skilled publicists for their own cause” and had become experts
at “portraying themselves as defenseless women fighting ruthless political machines and
heartless corporate giants.”"” Further investigation is required to ascertain the likelihood
that the liquor industry or the railroad still exerted sufficient influence on Tennessee's
legislators to make them change their vote by 1920.

McDonagh has shown that congressmen voted according to their constituents'
views. Further, she found that urban constituents generally did not support woman
suffrage so their representatives usually voted against the measure. In contrast, historian
Sara Hunter Graham found that Texas ratified the Nineteenth Amendment without any
evidence of mass support for it. Similarly, she argues that Oklahoma ratified the

amendment because it succumbed to outside political pressure.'® Since Tennessee’s



suffragists had never directly campaigned among the voters, no direct comparison can be
made between legislators’ votes and their constituents’ opinions. Suffragists had,
however, conducted several campaigns among legislators and finally persuaded them to
pass a law granting women presidential and municipal suffrage in 1919. Investigating
whether the state’s legislators voted consistently on woman suffrage measures should
indicate whether they primarily considered their constituents or their national political
parties in making their decisions. No such investigation has yet been undertaken in
Tennessee.

Either way, suffragists nationally always had to appeal to a larger, primarily male,
constituency to achieve their aim. The major suffrage organization, the National
American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), tried to convince congress that a
demand existed for women'’s enfranchisement by increasing its membership. NAWSA
members spoke publicly to educate the voters and create a demand for suffrage. Historian
Suzanne Marilley argues that suffragists only made progress when “powerful men
perceived coincidences between woman suffrage and their interests.”'” Suffragists,
therefore, tried to join the electorate and gain presidential suffrage so that the presidency
came under their direct influence. Although presidential suffrage gave suffragists
leverage with the national political parties who wanted to control the White House,
southern Democrats would not support their national party if it meant losing the South.'®
Presidential suffrage alone would not, therefore, exert enough influence on Tennessee
legislators to ensure ratification. In Tennessee, therefore, suffragists had to convince male

politicians, and to do so, strived also to win over the male electorate.



Stories about the ratification campaign have been told and retold until they have
taken on a life independent of historical events. Legislators” sudden changes of opinion
prompted many of these tales. For instance, Representative Harry Burn apparently
changed his vote at the last minute at his mother's behest, and Speaker Seth Walker
allegedly removed his support from the suffragists because he received a bribe from the
railroad. These often repeated stories need scrutinizing. Specifically, historians have to
disentangle myth from reality in Tennessee's ratification campaign to produce a coherent
analysis of the events.

Historians have attributed women’s enfranchisement to a “national tide” created
by suffragists who “exposed” sexism and fought against it."” Morgan argues that women
gained “mass recognition” for their war effort following their advances in legal status,
education, and employment, but Ellen Carol DuBois found that the war delayed women’s
enfranchisement in some countries.”’ Green agrees with Morgan that southern women’s
interest in suffrage resulted from increased participation in education, employment, and
reform activism.”' Nobody has yet examined whether these reasons are relevant to
Tennessee’s ratification campaign.

The outcome of Tennessee’s ratification campaign was not assured. As a border
state it may not have such strong prejudices as the deep South, but that factor alone would
not dispose it to ratify because Delaware had failed to do so. Tennessee had already
granted women the right to vote in presidential and municipal elections by 1920, but both
Connecticut and Vermont had some form of limited suffrage for women, yet they delayed

ratification until after Tennessee had made woman suffrage the law of the land. Having



presidential and municipal suffrage had made women partisan so Democrats,
Republicans, and suffragists all had factions, leaving the legislators equally divided.
Further, Tennessee’s constitution required that an election should intervene between
congressional approval of an amendment and state ratification which exacerbated states’
rights concerns.™

Tennessee has historical importance as the state that gave women the right to vote
and, inherently, as a dynamic state with complicated interactions in its political
framework arising from geographical variations.” Its ratification campaign, then, needs
investigating in the light of the state’s social and economic situation and women’s
position within that society. Further, an examination of the liquor and railroad industries
should show to what extent they influenced the ratification campaign. Finally, an
examination of voting patterns in the Assembly should show whether politicians voted
unexpectedly on the woman suffrage issue. It is in the hope of illuminating these topics
and destroying some of the myths that this study begins. Nonetheless, no investigation of
the ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment can proceed without first explaining the

origins of the woman suffrage movement.
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CHAPTER 1--THE AMERICAN SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT

As a young newlywed, Elizabeth Cady Stanton accompanied her husband to the
1840 London Antislavery Conference. Disturbed by women’s exclusion from the sessions
and encouraged by abolitionist Lucretia Mott, Stanton thereafter devoted any spare time
she had, after raising seven children, to improving women’s status in society. At the
famous Seneca Falls Woman’s Rights Convention in 1848, Stanton tried to persuade
other women that natural justice dictated that they should have equal rights with men
educationally, legally, occupationally, and most radical of all, politically. After she met
temperance activist Susan B. Anthony in 1851, Stanton also worked for temperance
reform, but woman’s rights remained her passion. Nevertheless, before the Civil War, the
two women did not form any national woman’s rights organization. Their greatest
achievement lay in contributing toward New York State’s passage of the 1860 Married
Woman’s Property Act. Although legislators subsequently deprived women of some
benefits of this Act, it initially built on the 1848 legislation that allowed married women
to own property and permitted married women to keep the wages that they earned, to sue
in the courts, and to have equal guardianship rights over their children.'

During the Civil War, Stanton and Anthony formed the National Woman’s Loyal

League to promote patriotism among northern women and to foster an interest in
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emancipation as a war issue. With other abolitionists, they petitioned congress to pass a
constitutional amendment abolishing slavery. After the passage of the Thirteenth
Amendment, abolitionists differed over whether ex-slaves needed enfranchisement.
Stanton supported Wendell Philips’s argument that ex-slaves must gain full citizenship,
but she linked freedom for slaves with freedom for women and called for woman’s
enfranchisement as well. Abolitionists had, however, united with the Republican Party to
ensure that black men could participate in politics and supported the Fourteenth
Amendment, which added the word “male” to the constitution for the first time. The
Fifteenth Amendment, which prevented citizens from being denied the right to vote “on
account of race, color, or previous condition of servitude” but allowed discrimination on
the basis of sex, confirmed Stanton and Anthony’s split from their erstwhile abolitionist
allies.”

Partly owing to these opposing views on the importance of woman’s rights vis-a-
vis those of black males, suffragists formed two separate organizations in 1869. The
American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA), initially presided over by Henry Ward
Beecher, devoted itself to obtaining the franchise for women through campaigns to
amend state constitutions. Stanton led the National Woman Suffrage Association
(NWSA) in campaigning for a federal amendment. The contrast in leadership showed that
the groups differed both in tactics and in their attitudes toward men. While the AWSA
welcomed male support, the NWSA insisted that women should control their own
campaign because they could never trust men to give priority to women’s demands. For

the next twenty-one years, both associations held conventions, organized lecture tours
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and petition drives, distributed propaganda, published journals, joined in civil
disobedience by refusing to pay taxes, and tried to vote, all to publicize their belief that
women should have the right to vote. The NWSA succeeded in bringing a federal
amendment before Senate and House committees; the AWSA obtained eight state
referenda. Neither organization managed to gain the vote for any woman at federal or
state level, although women could vote in some territories, such as Wyoming and Utah.’
Some women wanted to vote but did not join either national organization. These
women wanted to use the franchise to reform society. For instance, women belonging to
the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU) wanted to vote on temperance
issues. Thus, WCTU leader Frances Willard advocated enfranchising women so that they
could vote for prohibition to protect the home from drunken husbands and fathers not
because she sought equality or justice for women. On the surface, at least, she eschewed
Stanton’s argument that justice dictated that women were entitled to vote because they
had natural rights as human beings. Home protection formed the basis for requests that
women should vote in school board or municipal elections. Kentucky had granted
widows with school age children the right to vote in school board elections as early as
1838. Kansas expanded this idea and granted women municipal suffrage in 1887.*
Although by 1890 several states had enacted laws that granted women school
board suffrage, the lack of progress encouraged the two woman suffrage organizations to
unite. In 1890, the NWSA and the AWSA amalgamated to form the National American
Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA). This organization also attracted the women

who wanted to vote for home protection issues. Although the NAWSA had fused
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disparate suffrage voices, it worked primarily for state amendments rather than a federal
amendment though it retained a very small presence in Washington, D.C.” By the end of
the century, it had achieved some success; Wyoming, Colorado, Utah and Idaho had fully
enfranchised women, and half the states had given women the right to vote in school
board elections.’ It had also suffered some reverses, such as the United States Supreme
Court’s 1893 decision that Michigan’s legislature had exceeded its authority by granting
women municipal suffrage. The new century began badly, with no further states
enfranchising women until NAWSA campaigns succeeded in Washington and California
in 1910 and 1911 respectively. Six referenda campaigns resulted in women gaining the
franchise in three states in 1912: Arizona, Kansas, and Oregon.” Clearly, enfranchising
women on a state-by-state basis would be a slow process.

Although southern women were late joining the woman suffrage movement, they
were not idle. In 1906, Belle Kearney of Mississippi founded the Southern Woman
Suffrage Conference (SWSC). Her few supporters believed that southern men would give
women the vote if they asked for it. This organization advocated limiting the franchise by
education not by sex. Since white women were more likely to be literate than were
blacks, white females could outvote blacks. Their idea was not a new one; Henry
Blackwell had originally advanced this suggestion in 1867. Despite the efforts of the
SWSC, southern men resisted enfranchising women and found alternative ways of
disfranchising blacks and poor whites, such as implementing poll taxes, grandfather

clauses and white primaries.”
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Since the NAWSA concentrated on state campaigns, it had made no progress in
securing a federal amendment. Although the Senate committee had several times secured
a favorable majority, the Senate itself had voted on a constitutional amendment only in
1887. In 1912, the NAWSA invited two young suffragists, Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, to
take over its congressional committee. Their persistent tactics, such as holding parades
and mass meetings, sending delegations to the President, and lobbying congressmen
succeeded in revitalizing the federal amendment as an issue; however, their independent
ideas upset the NAWSA and led to a breach in the organization that would never be
healed. Paul and Burns founded a separate group that, in 1916, became the National
Woman'’s Party (NWP). Nevertheless, they influenced the NAWSA’s attitude toward a
federal amendment, for the parent organization now vigorously pursued both state-by-
state passage of woman suffrage and a change in the federal constitution.”

In 1915, the indefatigable Carrie Chapman Catt resumed the presidency of the
NAWSA.'" By then, women in Montana and Nevada had won the right to vote by state
amendment, and Illinois women had the presidential and municipal franchise granted
them by law. A massive campaign to win enfranchisement in New York in 1915 failed,
which meant that only western states had enfranchised women. To make woman suffrage
a truly national issue, Catt wanted to win New York or another eastern state, and one
southern state. Believing that unsuccessful campaigns could only damage the cause, Catt
wanted NAWSA members to campaign for state amendments only where they were
likely to succeed. In other states, she wanted members to campaign only for presidential

suffrage. She planned to agitate for a federal amendment once women had become a
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critical mass of the electorate and had sufficient influence to force congress to pass it.
Afterwards, Catt knew that the NAWSA would have to organize in every state to ensure
that three-fourths of them ratified. Nevertheless, her plan centralized power nationally by
removing autonomy from the state organizations. They now had to submit their campaign
proposals to a national council for approval. Those who received permission also
received funding from the national organization and practical assistance from national
organizers. Thus, the NAWSA would mount similar campaigns everywhere. For the first
time, state organizations could not deny the national leadership access to their state.
Although the 1916 NAWSA convention in Atlantic City approved her strategy, Catt upset
some southern suffragists because her plan deprived them of independence and prevented
most of them from campaigning for state amendments."

Some southern suffragists objected to any federal action. Kate Gordon, who had
led Louisiana’s state suffrage organization since the 1890s and had been the NAWSA’s
corresponding secretary from 1900-1909, founded the Southern States Woman Suffrage
Conference (SSWSC) to oppose a federal amendment. Instead, it campaigned for state
amendments. Gordon won a temporary victory at the 1916 Democratic Convention where
she, Catt, Paul, and Josephine Dodge, president of the National Association Opposed to
- Woman Suffrage (NAOWS), all spoke on behalf of their organizations. Dodge
encouraged the delegates to oppose woman suffrage altogether. Catt contented herself
with a request for enfranchisement without specifically mentioning the means. Paul
demanded the immediate enfranchisement of women by federal amendment. Gordon

requested that the convention adopt a plank that limited action only to state amendments.
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The Democrats endorsed Gordon’s preference, but her victory was short lived. Although
southern suffragists wanted to win the right to vote in their home states, they were not all
committed to the states’ rights theory. Thus, Gordon won surprisingly little support for
her organization among southern suffragists because they were no longer prepared to
limit their chances of gaining the franchise."

Despite these challenges to their unity, NAWSA members rallied to support
Catt’s plan, and in 1917 their persistence paid off when New York women won a state
amendment enfranchising women. South Dakota, Michigan, and Oklahoma joined the
roll the following year. Catt’s tactic of winning presidential suffrage where possible also
paid off, and by 1919, twelve states had joined Illinois in granting presidential suffrage to
women. Suffragists now had their eastern state and considerable influence over the
presidency. Although they had not yet persuaded a southern state to enfranchise women
fully, southern women had won the right to vote in primaries in both Texas and Arkansas.

In 1918, suffragists’ efforts also finally succeeded in Washington, D.C. where a
federal amendment granting all women equal voting rights had passed the House. When
the Senate concurred the following year, the campaign moved back to the states where
thirty-six states had to ratify the amendment to make it the law of the land. If women
were to vote in the 1920 elections, suffragists would have to persuade a minimum of
twenty-five governors to call special sessions because only eleven legislatures were due
to meet before the 1920 election. In fact, only six states ratified the Nineteenth

Amendment without resorting to special sessions. Each ratification campaign contains a
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story of its own, but by the end of 1919, twenty-two states had passed the amendment.
Victory seemed possible, but by no means a forgone conclusion."

Serious obstacles still loomed: for example, twenty-two states had laws that
allowed for a referendum on a federal amendment after the legislature’s ratification.
Liquor interests had used that provision to challenge the Eighteenth Amendment or to
force state referenda on the issue after it was ratified in January 1919. Such legal
difficulties began to impinge on the drive to ratify the woman suffrage amendment. Some
governors saw little reason to call special sessions if legal challenges would delay the
amendment so that women would not be able to vote in the 1920 election. Tennessee’s
constitution required an election before the legislature could ratify a federal amendment.
Since its General Assembly could not act until 1921, Tennessee women did not respond
to NAWSA pleas to extend their organization in preparation for a ratification campaign."

By the end of March 1920, suffragists had won thirty-five of the thirty-six states
they needed to ratify. Nationally, circumstances favored them because both national
political parties wanted the amendment ratified. The Republicans wanted to gain the new
women voters’ support by enfranchising them, and the Democrats wanted to avoid blame
for defeating it. Both the NAWSA and the NWP, therefore, enlisted the aid of national
party leaders in securing the final state. NAWSA members lobbied the chairmen of both
the Democratic and Republican National Committees to persuade them to force one more
state to call a special session. Republican women visited Senator Warren G. Harding, the
Republican presidential nominee, but Harding was not prepared to influence the

governors. Members of the NWP also visited Harding in his Washington, D.C. office, but
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he held firm and maintained that he would not force a governor to act against his
conscience. Paul responded that enfranchised women had no reason to vote for him in the
presidential election if he had no power to implement his party’s platform, which
included woman suffrage."

Despite these efforts, suffragists still needed one more state when, in June 1920,
the United States Supreme Court ruled on two Ohio cases that nothing could interfere
with a state legislature’s right to ratify a federal amendment.'® Tennessee’s requirement
that an election should intervene before a legislature could act no longer seemed an
impediment to action, and it became a prospect as the thirty-sixth state. This limitation in
its constitution would, however, continue to plague suffragists throughout the ratification
campaign.

Tennessee women had not attempted to organize a woman suffrage association
until 1889 when a small group of women gathered in Memphis to establish a league.
They elected Lide Meriwether, the state WCTU president, as first president. Anthony and
Catt had visited Memphis, when undertaking a speaking tour of the South in 1895, and
addressed both white and black audiences. Despite these early efforts, woman suffrage
societies did not become firmly established until 1912. By 1919, Tennessee had seventy-
eight suffrage societies. Although some of these associations started with only ten
members, many became very large organizations with more than one thousand members.
Suffragists tried to influence more women to join their societies by providing
entertainments, entering parades, and giving public speeches. In 1914, Anne Dallas

Dudley, president of Nashville’s Equal Suffrage League, organized Nashville’s first
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woman suffrage parade when a band led a procession of about fifty cars around
Centennial Park. Woman suffrage societies trained their members for campaigns by
teaching suffrage schools and organizing classes in public speaking. English suffragettes,
Sylvia and Emmeline Pankhurst, both spoke to audiences in Nashville, Sylvia in 1912
and Emmeline in 1913 and 1916."

On the state level, a split in Tennessee’s suffrage organization in 1914 made it
less effective though both sections remained affiliated to the NAWSA, which held its
convention in Nashville that year. Eventually, they settled their differences, and Catherine
Kenney, a prominent club woman, became president of the Tennessee Woman Suffrage
Association (TESA). State associations published and distributed pro-suffrage
propaganda, organized petitions, and lobbied the General Assembly. In 1915, women
gained a majority in the Assembly for a state constitutional amendment. Such
amendments were, however, difficult to achieve in Tennessee because they had to gain a
two-thirds majority in the next legislature and then win a referendum. Following Catt’s
plan, therefore, suffragists focused on campaigning for presidential and municipal
suffrage. They organized by wards to influence legislators effectively. Their campaign
failed in 1917, though the women of Lookout Mountain, near Chattanooga, won
municipal suffrage. A second campaign gave Tennessee women presidential and
municipal suffrage in 1919 about six weeks before the federal government passed the
woman suffrage amendment.'*

White women undertook most suffrage campaigning in Tennessee, but black

women also supported women’s enfranchisement. Little is known about the activities of
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black suffragists, however. Segregation limited black women’s opportunities to influence
events, which has in turn hidden their activities from historians. Some women do,
however, creep out of the shadows. Dr. Mattie Coleman worked as “‘state negro
organizer” in association with Kenny, and J. Frankie Pierce spoke at the meeting to form
the Tennessee League of Women Voters, a NAWSA affiliate, in May 1920." In other
states, middle-class black women encouraged women'’s interest in civic affairs. Black
women in Tennessee seem to have done the same because when they gained presidential
suffrage, middle-class, black women held meetings to teach women how to vote.”’

The NWP also had a presence in Tennessee. Sue Shelton White had belonged to
the TESA until Catt criticized her for helping NWP speakers find venues in Tennessee
during World War 1. White was working at NWP headquarters in Washington, D.C. when
it became clear that suffragists would need to fight a ratification campaign in Tennessee.
She returned to her home state to lead the NWP campaign.”'

Once the Ohio decision made possible ratification in Tennessee, the Tennessee
League of Women Voters lobbied the state press, the governor, and the legislature to
convince them that the state could legally ratify the amendment without waiting until
after the election. When this tactic did not succeed, the NAWSA leadership asked
President Woodrow Wilson for help. After he obtained an opinion from the United
States” Department of Justice, Wilson asked Governor Albert H. Roberts to call a special
session. When Tennessee’s State Attorney General Frank M. Thompson confirmed that
opinion, Roberts decided that he would call a special session after the primaries. White

congratulated Roberts on his decision although she would have preferred the special
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session to take place before the primaries on 5 August so that women could vote in
them.*

In July, both the NWP and the NAWSA sent deputations to Ohio Governor James
Cox, a Democratic candidate for President, to enlist his aid in pressuring Governor
Roberts to support ratification. Cox declared his dedication to obtaining woman suffrage.
Although he claimed that he already had men in Tennessee canvassing legislators on the
issue, Cox asked the NWP to appoint a committee to collaborate with him. When he
accepted the Democratic nomination, Cox declared that women had made a great
contribution to the wartime defense effort and they deserved the opportunity to do the
same in peacetime. Since Roberts had supported Cox’s nomination, the latter promised to
campaign for Roberts’s reelection. To suffragists, therefore, Cox’s encouragement
seemed vital to preserving Roberts’s commitment to ratifying the amendment. Even so,
the NWP distrusted Roberts” commitment and feared that he misinformed Cox so that the
latter would refrain from pestering him.”

Despite their earlier failures, both the NWP and the NAWSA also tried to enlist
Harding’s support. Catt, a Republican herself, elicited a promise from him that if any
Republican asked his advice about how to vote he would encourage them to ratify the
amendment. On 22 July 1920, the NWP organized a delegation of 150 suffragists,
including White and Elizabeth Crozier French, a former president of the TESA, to ask
him to influence the Republicans in Tennessee to support the amendment. Although

suffrage organizations enlisted support from both national parties, they had no preference
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regarding which party enfranchised them. Above all, they wanted to win the right to
vote.

Since the national political climate favored ratification, suffragists saw Tennessee
as a good opportunity to win the thirty-sixth state. Both national party committees and
both presidential candidates publicly favored woman suffrage. The Republican national
leadership especially favored ratification in Tennessee because Republican votes would
probably be needed to secure the amendment since Democrats would be unlikely to do it
alone. Republicans were under pressure to prove their commitment to the issue because
Vermont’s Republican governor had failed to call a special session. After receiving a
delegation of Republican women representing the NAWSA, the Republican National
Committee asked Tennessee’s Republican legislators to approve ratification.” In
Tennessee, the state chairmen and the state conventions of both parties had endorsed the
amendment; the governor and gubernatorial candidates publicly supported it, and the
legislature had already passed presidential suffrage.

Republicans could, however, delay ratification until they could gain credit by
passing it in a Republican state, such as Connecticut. Tennessee’s Republican legislators
could vote against ratification to prevent the Democrats from claiming that they had
enfranchised women. Suffragists, therefore, needed bipartisan support to ensure that
Tennessee ratified. Although historians have asserted that suffragists could expect to win
in Tennessee since the legislators who had granted women presidential and municipal

suffrage the previous year would vote on ratification, the legislature would have new
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members. Women, therefore, not only had to lobby existing legislators but also the
candidates for the thirteen vacancies that had to be filled before the session convened.

Even without these differences in the composition of the Assembly, suffragists
could not automatically expect support from the same legislators who had supported
presidential suffrage because they now had to contend with legislators’ concerns that
ratifying the amendment would weaken the state constitution and threaten states’ rights.
Presidential suffrage had succeeded by only fifty-four votes to thirty-two in the House
and seventeen votes to fourteen in the Senate; therefore, suffragists had no margin to lose
votes for reasons unconnected with woman suffrage. Moreover, suffragists had little time
to convince the new legislators because the special election was held with the legislative
primaries on 5 August and the special session convened on 9 August. Finally, the women
who had registered to vote in the presidential election could not vote in the legislative
primary because they could vote only in primaries for presidential and municipal offices.
Suffragists, therefore, had to make it clear that they were campaigning only for ratifying
the amendment and not for influencing the primary. Nevertheless, suffragists may have
benefitted from the election. Jacob H. Simpson, a Democrat, who ran on a suffrage
platform, beat two Republicans in Bradley and Polk Counties. Of the thirteen new
legislators, eleven of them supported ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment.”’

As a Tennessee woman, White knew that she would have to organize the
campaign herself because “only [a] most tactful worker with [a] southern viewpoint”
could make a difference to the outcome.*® Her view was confirmed when an antisuffragist

threatened a Republican representative that if he voted to ratify, he would guarantee a



Republican majority in Tennessee. Relying on NWP headquarters to raise the twenty
thousand dollars it anticipated spending on five organizers and a press chairman, White
installed herself in a store two blocks from the Capitol. White believed that she would
need fifteen organizers to ensure that she had enough women to survey the entire state.
Although only eight national organizers worked in Tennessee, she had help from local
NWP activists, such as, Mrs. Hugh L. White and Mrs. R. B. Cooke. Inadequate road and
rail services meant NWP organizers could not easily reach many parts of the state.
Nevertheless, three organizers worked across the state. Betty Gram covered both middle
and west Tennessee. Catherine Flanagan and Anita Pollitzer worked in east Tennessee.
Mabel Reber and Edith Davis organized publicity. The other national organizers involved
were Florence Bayard Hilles, Mary Winsor, and Anne Calvert Neely. Although White
had wanted more organizers, she declined further help on 5 August because of her fears
that women who knew little about Tennessee would hinder rather than help the cause.
Even with knowledgeable help, she could not guarantee success. State conditions had,
therefore, begun to take precedence over national issues.”

Catt and Marjorie Shuler led the NAWSA contingent, ably assisted by local
women such as Abby Crawford Milton, president of the Tennessee League of Women
Voters. Her husband, George Fort Milton, published the Chattanooga News, which
supported woman suffrage. When Catt first arrived in Tennessee on 23 July, she
undertook a speaking tour of the state. Intending only to stay for a short while, she
personally organized her first ratification campaign. She did not, however, lobby

legislators herself since she claimed that she was only there to advise suffragists and that
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Tennesseans should decide whether to ratify the amendment. Similarly, Abby Crawford
Milton organized two women from each congressional district to obtain their legislator’s
pledge because a legislator was responsible only to his constituents.™

At Catt’s urging Catherine Kenney established a Men’s Ratification Committee
that included men who controlled every political faction. Unfortunately, this very
diversity meant that the men did not work well together, and some men listed as
committee members actually opposed ratification of the amendment. In practice, the
Men’s Ratification Committee consisted of ex-governor Tom Rye. Thus, Catt’s
brainchild achieved little.”"

Despite commitment from the national parties, the presidential candidates were
inconsistent in their support; Harding especially remained ambivalent. He kept his
promise to Catt by soliciting a favorable vote from Senator John C. Houk when the latter
asked his advice. On 4 August 1920, however, Harding refused to influence legislators;
the following day he again telegraphed asking them to support the amendment. On 18
August his message to Tennessee’s House declared that no representative who believed
that ratification was illegal under the state constitution should vote against his conscience.
The NWP also had concerns about James Cox’s dedication to woman suffrage because it
believed that liquor interests supported his candidacy. Nevertheless, he contacted the
Speaker of Tennessee’s House, Seth Walker, daily and encouraged him to vote for the
amendment.’ These uncertainties meant that suffragists had no guarantees that their allies
would remain true long enough to allow Tennessee to ratify the amendment. Moreover,

suffragists had to contend with strong opposition. Antisuffrage women began
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campaigning very quickly and employed supportive newspapers to arouse public fears
about woman suffrage.” Such women presented a formidable challenge to suffragists’

finally achieving their goal.
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CHAPTER 2--THE AMERICAN ANTISUFFRAGE MOVEMENT

Not all American women fought for the right to vote; a sizeable and vocal
contingent organized groups dedicated to opposing female enfranchisement. The power
to grant women the right to vote rested with men, many of whom refused to extend the
franchise to women. Suffragists found it difficult enough to convince these men that
women wanted to vote, but when antisuffrage women resisted strongly, the suffragists’
task became even harder. In Tennessee, antisuffragists fought strenuously to prevent
ratification of the federal amendment.

In the early years of suffrage agitation, the movement was so small that it
presented no threat. As suffrage demands gained momentum, however, antisuffrage
women collected signatures on petitions to show legislators that suffragists did not
represent all women. Antisuffragists first formed themselves into an organization after
they successfully campaigned against women receiving municipal suffrage in
Massachusetts in 1882. That year, thirteen women representing Boston’s social elite
founded the Boston Committee. They did not campaign publicly, but they supplied
articles to the newspapers and successfully convinced the press that suffragists

represented only a small minority of women.'
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In 1895, Massachusetts held a referendum on municipal suffrage for women in
which women who met the qualification to vote in school elections could participate. To
counter this new threat, the Boston Committee reorganized itself into a more formal
structure, the Massachusetts Association Opposed to the Further Extension of Suffrage to
Women (MAOFESW). It campaigned successfully for women not to vote in the
referendum; only 23,000 of the 600,000 eligible women voted. Although the vast
majority of voting women wanted municipal suffrage, the small turnout allowed the
antisuffragists to argue that the silent majority who did not vote represented a more
significant figure and showed women’s lack of interest in voting.’

MAOFESW members used three main strategies. First, they lobbied legislators
with antisuffrage propaganda and arranged for speakers to explain their views to
legislative committees. Second, they sent articles to the press and distributed leaflets to
raise public awareness of the dangers they saw in women’s enfranchisement. Third, they
tried to increase their membership. Women could easily join the MAOFESW; they had
only to pledge agreement with the organization’s aims. Since the MAOFESW guaranteed
the secrecy of its membership lists, the strength of its support remains unclear.
Nonetheless, it had committees scattered across the country, though many mobilized only
in response to suffrage campaigns.”

Initially, antisuffragists confined their activities largely to writing and distributing
literature. They commissioned others to obtain signatures on petitions, and they employed
men to present their case to legislatures. In 1895, however, Mrs. Francis Scott replaced

her husband as the public voice of the New York state association when she spoke to the
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Senate Judiciary Committee. Although antisuffrage women disliked such public
appearances, they began hiring women as activists. For instance, in 1899 they sent a
female representative to Oregon to campaign against the passage of a state suffrage
amendment. Antisuffrage women did not, however, speak outdoors; their male
counterparts undertook that work. Nor did they adopt the suffragists’ idea of holding
parades. Despite their feminine sensibilities, however, they distributed antisuftrage
propaganda at suffrage parades, and they tore down suffrage posters. In New York,
antisuffragists adopted more aggressive tactics than those used in the rest of the country,
even dumping garbage on suffragists” heads as they marched past the antisuffragists’
headquarters.*

For antisuffragists, their most important arenas were state legislatures where they
successfully prevented referenda. Even when states held referenda, antisuffragists forced
their opponents to fight several campaigns to gain a favorable majority. For instance,
Oregon held referenda in 1900, 1906, 1908, and 1910 before enfranchising women in
1912. Antisuffragists continued to base their arguments on the 1895 Massachusetts
referendum and used it to claim that most women had no interest in voting. Although
their activities responded only to the suffragists’ initiatives, antisuffragists were very
successful in preventing states from granting women the right to vote. They did not,
however, need to act more assertively because they had to convince legislatures only to
maintain the status quo while suffragists pressed for a sweeping change.’

Consequently, antisuffrage organizations attracted more support in areas where

suffragists were active, notably the urban centers of the Northeast. Since most
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antisuffrage leaders were wealthy women, they financed their campaigns themselves and
frequently held their meetings privately in members’ homes. The private nature of their
organization prevented them from expanding their membership. Although many
antisuffragists belonged to women’s clubs and gained support from individual members,
they were slow to capitalize on that relationship and allowed suffragists to dominate the
club movement.’

When suffragists won the 1911 referendum in California, antisuffragists again
revised their organizational methods. Members of several antisuffrage clubs met to form
a national organization under the leadership of Josephine Dodge.” The National
Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage (NAOWS) operated in much the same way as
the NAWSA in providing propaganda to its membership, unifying the work already in
progress, and expanding and extending state organizations. It began publishing a paper
called the Woman's Protest from 1912, which became the Woman Patriot after 1917. The
NAOWS was not, however, the only antisuffrage organization. Many other associations,
such as the Massachusetts Public Interest League or the National League for the Civic
Education of Women operated under names that hid their true aims, but they also
disseminated antisuffrage information."

Although suffragists proudly proclaimed their advances in the West, the next five
years saw the antisuffragists win famous victories in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, New
Jersey, and New York. Antisuffragists succeeded so well in their aims that no state east of
the Mississippi had given women full equal voting rights with men before 1917. When

Josephine Dodge resigned from the NAOWS in the summer of 1917, the organization
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moved its headquarters to Washington, D.C. Her successor, Alice Wadsworth, presided
over the organization’s greatest defeat to date when, in November, the suffragists won
New York. Antisuffragists in New York then abandoned their cause to take political
appointments, and despite their aversion to voting, they voted to elect antisuffrage men to
congress. The NAOWS never found a way of allowing its members to continue
supporting its cause after their states enfranchised them. Consequently, antisuffrage
women and their state organizations left the NAOWS when they became eligible to vote,
which gradually eroded its support. Nevertheless, the antisuffragists never needed to
become a mass movement because they worked only to prevent change.’

After the antisuffrage defeat in New York, the suffrage debate became centered in
Washington, D.C. Antisuffragists had obstructed congressional action that would give
women the right to vote since they had petitioned congress against a federal amendment
in 1869. Subsequently, they had testified before legislative committees. Once the NWP
began agitating for a federal amendment in 1913, antisuffragists devoted more resources
to ensuring that legislators received antisuffrage literature to counteract the NWP’s
propaganda. The MAOFESW sent a successful delegation to congress in 1913 to stall
suffragists’ attempts to secure the establishment of a House committee devoted to
investigating the question of woman suffrage. Like suffragists, antisuffragists also
organized themselves by political districts to influence legislators more effectively. After
1917, antisuffragists increased their efforts and established committees to lobby
congressmen.'’ Ultimately, however, they failed to prevent congress from passing a

federal amendment and sending it back to the states for ratification.
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Wadsworth saw little point in opposing ratification; she believed that the fight had
ended when Congress passed the amendment. Mary Kilbreth of New York, however,
responded to the challenge. She took over the leadership and moved the NAOWS
headquarters back to New York. Hoping to secure the amendment’s defeat, she traveled
the states to prevent governors from calling special sessions and organized separate
campaigns to oppose ratification in each state.'' To prevent the addition of the
amendment to the constitution, she had only to persuade thirteen states to vote against the
amendment.

The NAOWS leaders, understanding that the southern states represented a likely
source of support for their cause, established a regional organization based in Alabama.
Calling itself the Southern Women’s League for the Rejection of the Susan B. Anthony
Amendment (SWRL), it successfully campaigned in the South. Nina Pinckard of
Alabama became president aided by several vice-presidents one of whom, Mrs. George
Washington, came from Tennessee. The state also had a representative, Mrs. Morgan
Brown, on the organization’s board of directors. Kate Gordon and other southern
suffragists, who wanted the state governments to enfranchise women, rallied in support of
the SWRL. Charlotte Rowe, a New York attorney, who had joined the NAOWS
leadership in 1917 directed much of the SWRL’s campaign.'* In Texas, she lost a
campaign in which politicians and newspapers opposed her and suffragists had, according
to the antisuffrage press, “vast financial resources” with which to campaign."” The
SWRL’s most important contribution to the antiratification campaign, however, was to

print and distribute literature for use by state antisuffrage organizations.'
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Throughout the battle for woman suffrage, suffragists had chosen the states in
which they would campaign; antisuffragists simply had to counterattack. Only once had
antisuffragists tried to incite action. In Wisconsin in 1917, they advocated a referendum
for the women of the state to decide whether they wanted the franchise. Such action was
unusual; antisuffragists typically influenced the debate by defining the parameters in
which suffragists could work. Suffragists could not simply present their reasons why they
believed that women should have the vote; they had to defend their ideas against the
opposition’s attacks. When antisuffragists voiced objections, suffragists had to divert
their energies from their campaign to respond to their opponents’ attacks. For instance,
antisuffrage claims that women did not want the vote forced the NAWSA to increase its
membership to prove that those claims were false."”

Antisuffrage propaganda focused on gender and class concerns rather than on the
justice of women’s disfranchisement. Their arguments fell into three main categories.
First, they claimed that woman suffrage would upset society’s gender balance; second,
they contended that women’s votes would give power to the lower classes especially
blacks and immigrants, and third they felt that women’s influence within their own
sphere gave them sufficient power. This political rhetoric, however, obscured the sincere
reasons why antisuffragists did not want women to vote.

First, antisuffrage political rhetoric depicted suffragists as unmarried and
childless, which opened the way to accusing suffragists of lacking femininity and
threatening men’s masculinity. Antisuffragists also perverted Darwin’s argument that

biological specialization indicated a higher life form, to assert that separate areas of

42



responsibility for men and women showed that humans had a highly developed
civilization. Thus, destruction of the separate spheres for men and women would decrease
specialization and make the human race less civilized. Moreover, if women voted, they
would have less time to care for their husbands and families. Husbands would, therefore,
have to fend for themselves and care for their children. Further, wives who voted
differently from their husbands would cause conflict at home. Finally, once women
gained the right to vote, hitherto a male prerogative, they would assume other male
duties, which would lead inevitably to a sex war. Thus, enfranchisement would erode the
differences between women and men, destroy traditional gender roles, disrupt the peace
and stability of homes, and threaten not only the social order but the advance of
civilization itself.'"

Second, antisuffragists argued that women’s votes would upset the status quo by
giving power to the lower classes. Before 1920, elections took place in saloons, rather
than in churches as they do now. Respectable women did not enter saloons; therefore,
antisuffragists argued, middle-class, educated women would not go to the polls.
Working-class, uneducated, immigrant, and black women would have no such
apprehensions and would, therefore, outvote the upper-class, educated, white, native-born
women. Ultimately, giving women the right to vote would increase the number of votes
cast by the lower classes compared with those cast by the upper classes. Roman Catholic
women presented an additional problem because they would vote as their church required
which would give the Vatican control of the United States.'” Altogether, woman suffrage

would result in social anarchy.
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Finally, antisuffragists argued that women did not need the franchise because they
had sufticient power already. Women’s primary responsibility within their sphere lay in
their roles as mothers; they had a duty to teach their children good citizenship. If mothers
performed their duties well, they would develop sons with high moral standards. These
men would be well equipped to govern the country, and women would have substantial
influence on their decisions. Antisuffragists argued that if men were not governing well,
responsibility for their failure lay with their mothers who had not equipped them with
strong principles. According to this argument, if women could not even raise their
menfolk correctly, they would not vote more morally than did men. In any event, mixing
in the dirty business of politics would taint women and reduce their moral influence
within society."®

Antisuffrage arguments changed after 1917 when Wadsworth took over as
president of the NAOWS. In light of antisuffrage fears that their political activism would
undermine their argument, she asked men to resume speaking publicly for the
organization instead of allowing women to do so. Simultaneously, many moderate
antisuffragists drifted away from the cause allowing reactionary rhetoric to dominate.
When men assumed the public speaking role, the rhetoric changed to follow their
opinions. Antisuffrage men tended to argue that women were incompetent rather than
following the political arguments that antisuffrage women used. Male antisuffragists now
extended accusations against suffrage leaders beyond childlessness to include allegations
that they were immoral and supported interracial marriage. These men also argued that

voting would damage women’s mental health, weaken unborn children, and possibly
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prevent motherhood. Even more outrageous, in view of the extensive antisuffrage
organization, were the allegations that because women typically worked alone in bearing
children, they had not developed the talents necessary to organize together and work with
others."

During World War I, the new rhetoric condemned suffragists for pacifism that
antisuffragists considered un-American. The NWP’s activities, such as picketing the
White House and mocking Woodrow Wilson’s speeches, gave antisuffragists plenty of
ammunition to support their arguments. Thus, they attacked suffragists for bolshevism,
socialism, and feminism, grouping the ideas together to incite opposition to women’s
enfranchisement.”’

Southern antisuffragists also used different arguments from their northern
counterparts. Many southern antisuffragists and states’ rights suffragists held extreme
views on race, which led them to employ strong racist rhetoric to argue their case. Both
groups often labeled black voters as ignorant and corrupt. Such women saw
disfranchising black men as a progressive reform that had helped to purify politics. They
argued that if black women gained the right to vote, black men would soon regain the
right also. They feared that permitting black men to have such power would result in
social mixing between the races that could lead to black men raping white women. States’
rights suffragists’ solution to this problem differed from antisuffragists who did not want
to risk extending the franchise at all. States’ rights suffragists believed that enfranchising

women would ensure white supremacy because the United States supreme court would



not invalidate woman suffrage, whereas, it could declare unconstitutional grandfather
clauses and literacy tests. Thus, white women’s votes would offset those of blacks.”'

All this political propaganda, however, needs distinguishing from the sincerely
held reasons why antisuffragists opposed their own enfranchisement. Generally,
antisuffragists opposed woman suffrage for five reasons. First, their own self-interest
dictated that they should do so. Some of these elite women did not want women to vote
because they held political appointments in welfare work. They feared that if women
gained the franchise, such jobs would go to those best qualified, namely, college-
educated women. Second, antisuffragists worried about women losing status. They feared
that as more women chose to work outside the home being a housewife would become a
less desirable and less appreciated occupation. If women had economic independence,
their work would acquire a monetary value, but many antisuffragists did not work for pay
so their unpaid labor would receive less appreciation.”

Third, antisuffragists had an ordered view of society, which they feared would
collapse if women won the right to vote. They perceived three classes of people in
society: the “best people” who were too busy with philanthropy to have time to vote, the
“indifferent” who had no interest in larger questions, and the “degenerate” who would
vote against enlightened legislation.” Antisuffragists did not view men and women as
separate classes; therefore, men could adequately represent women’s opinions and make
laws to protect women. Further, antisuffragists believed that voting was a heavy
responsibility from which women were fortunate to be free. The best women were fully

occupied in caring for their families and did not have time to shoulder the added burden
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of politics; therefore, they would not vote. Woman suffrage would, therefore, allow the
“indifferent” and “degenerate” to outvote the better classes, which antisuffragists saw as
undesirable because such people did not have the time, skills, or education, to participate
effectively in public life.”* In Tennessee, for instance, antisuffragists called their
opponents “mountain women” signifying that they viewed them as ignorant and among
the degraded classes that they so despised.”

Fourth, antisuffragists held firm views of the family’s structure and women’s
participation in it. They saw the family as a unit represented in public by the father and
influenced in private by the mother. Their appreciation of domesticity should not,
however, be interpreted as a desire to restrict all women to the home. Antisuffragists
wanted women to receive an education so that they would acquire the skills needed to
form their children’s characters. Still, they emphasized that mothers did not need to vote
because they influenced legislation by directing the votes of husbands and sons. In this
way, mothers controlled public opinion so that women would gain the right to vote when
the majority of them called for it. Until then, the general lack of public interest in the
subject proved that women did not want to vote.™

Finally, antisuffragists believed that government was based on force. Since a
majority of women could not physically impose their views on a minority of men, they
should not vote. To antisuffragists, politics encompassed the specific issues of war,
foreign policy, amending the constitution, and international trade and tariffs. Women,
however, worked for social reform, directed education, cared for the mentally and

physically ill, and provided for the poor. Antisuffragists, therefore, tried to fix boundaries
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around the word “politics” and confine men’s activities within those boundaries.
Nevertheless, antisuffragists saw themselves as having influence with all politicians
because they were outside party politics. To them, losing their nonpartisan status would
reduce their political power.”’

Southern antisuffragists largely agreed with these views, but they had some ideas
that were peculiarly southern. To them, the southern lady epitomized southern
civilization, which was superior to that of the North. This ideal gave women a high status
in society, which would be at risk if their relationship to that society altered. Southern
antisuffragists usually believed in states’ rights. Although they disliked any northern
ideas that sought to change southern life, woman suffrage’s roots in the abolition
movement made it especially unpalatable. For southern antisuffragists, blacks dominated
the “degenerate” classes. They feared that black women would win the vote with their
white sisters. Such a step would lead, in turn, to enfranchising black men and losing
white supremacy. Most southern antisuffragists craved more than white control of
government; they went beyond racism or white supremacism to wanting a “white
monopoly” of government.”®

As in other states, Tennessee women only organized against suffrage once
suffragists began agitating for a state amendment. Although some women had attempted
to form an antisuffrage society as early as 1913, they founded no formal organization
until NAOWS leader, Josephine Dodge, visited Nashville three years later. As a result of
her speech, a group of women founded a local chapter of the NAOWS and appointed

Virginia Vertrees as chairman. Almost immediately, however, Josephine Pearson
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replaced her. Antisuffrage activity in Tennessee depended largely on a few individuals’
consistent work rather than a large organization with many activists. Historians have
uncovered few details of their activities, but the Tennessee chapter of the NAOWS
mounted campaigns in both 1917 and 1919 against allowing women to have presidential
suffrage.”

Antisuffragists did not believe that Tennessee would be a likely candidate to ratify
the federal amendment. Vertrees’s husband, John a noted antisuffragist himself, advised
Pearson that Tennessee could not ratify until after the election and that it was not
important for women to vote in November 1920. Nevertheless, the NAOWS campaigned
strongly to prevent Governor Roberts from calling a special session. Like the suffragists,
they exerted pressure on the national political parties by writing to both Cox and Harding.
Mrs. Horace Brock, who led the Republican women in the NAOWS, visited Harding to
solicit his opposition to ratification. As suffragists sought legal opinions confirming the
validity of ratification, so antisuffragists sought legal opinions from disinterested experts
that ratification would be unconstitutional. Two of these allegedly disinterested parties,
however, were John Tyson, whose name appeared on the SWRL’s letterhead, and John
Vertrees.”’

Although antisuffragists used similar methods to their opponents, they prided
themselves on the differences between their tactics and those of suffragists.
Antisuffragists did not picket the White House; they did not record information about
congressmen on card indexes, and they did not use these indexes to “blackmail”

congressmen into voting for their cause.” In Tennessee, the SWRL strongly criticized the
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suffragists’ card index system. Further, the SWRL did not ask for pledges from
legislators because its leadership believed that the men had already pledged themselves to
voters and to the state constitution. The SWRL charged that demanding pledges showed a
lack of faith in the legislators to decide for themselves.” It compared suffragists’ actions
to that of a defendant trying to “pack a jury.”* Antisuffragists objected to suffragists
using outsiders to influence matters in Tennessee and argued that legislators should only
consider the people of Tennessee in making their decision.™

When it became apparent that Roberts would call a special session, antisuffrage
leaders gathered in Tennessee to help the state’s women in their campaign. Mary Kilbreth
and Charlotte Rowe received assistance from Nina Pinckard, Anne Pleasant of Louisiana,
Mrs. Lamar of Georgia, Mrs. Rufus Gibbs of Maryland, Mrs. Henry B. Thompson of
Delaware, and Beatrice Shillito. Other women also helped the antisuffragists; Annie
Brock of Knoxville had been a suffragist in California, but she did not see the
improvement in politics that she had expected so she opposed ratification in Tennessee.
Similarly, Mrs. George Wesley Smith from Louisiana had favored women’s
enfranchisement but changed her mind because she felt that it was a state, not a federal,
matter. Kate Gordon, her sister Jean, and Laura Clay, the leading states’ rights suffragists,
were among the antiratificationists who joined the antisuffragists in trying to defeat
ratification.”

Male antisuffragists also organized themselves. At the end of July, a group of
Nashville men announced that they would organize the Tennessee Constitutional League

with the “sole” purpose of protecting the constitution, and its first aim was to defeat
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woman suffrage.” The antisuffrage press insisted that protecting the constitution took
priority, but the suffrage press had no illusions that the League’s real aim was to defeat
the amendment. The League sought to attract business people from all political parties,
and the only woman lawyer in Nashville joined the organization. It was led by three
Democrats, one of whom was John Vertrees, and three Republicans who claimed to be
suffragists but who included the antisuffrage G. N. Tillman among their number. The
League wrote to both Cox and Harding asking them to stay out of Tennessee’s affairs. It
also threatened to put forward an alternate candidate for governor so that Democrats who
were unhappy with Roberts would have someone else for whom they could vote.”’

Neither Tennessee women nor national antisuftrage leaders appear to have
campaigned in the primaries to ensure that antisuffrage men were elected to the
Assembly. In July, however, they had distributed flyers that raised questions about black
voting rights and the limitations to Tennessee’s constitution. As always, they challenged
the suffragists to defend their views. For instance, Nina Pinckard asked Catt why she
argued that woman suffrage was in the southern tradition when the NAWSA supported
miscegenation. Pinckard also maintained that Tennessee could not legally ratify a federal
amendment until after the November election and that not keeping an oath was certainly
against southern tradition.*® Further, she quoted from an old speech of Catt’s calling for
suffragists to “train guns on [the] South.”™” Throughout the campaign, many antisuffrage
flyers attacked Catt personally, accusing her of denying the Bible and lacking

patriotism.*’
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Antisuffragists also had to defend themselves against suffragists’ attacks. When
Catt maintained that outsiders would defeat the amendment, Pearson and Mrs. Morgan
Brown retaliated by saying that Catt herself was an outsider. The SWRL defended its
activists against Catt’s charges because of their impeccable southern ancestry. Pinckard’s
great-uncle was southern statesman John C. Calhoun; Pleasant’s father had been a major-
general in the Army of Tennessee; Mrs. Wyse’s brother was a Kentucky state senator.
Kilbreth as president of the NAOWS had the same right to be present as did Catt herself,
and Beatrice Shillito came from Ohio where they had defeated ratification so she wanted
to prevent woman suffrage from being forced on her state.*' They argued that suffragists
wanted Rowe out of Tennessee because she was dangerous to them.* Certainly, Rowe’s
speeches dominated the press coverage, and Catt’s refusal to debate her lends credence to
that allegation.

Once in Nashville, the antisuffragists established themselves at the Hermitage
Hotel and by 3 August had arranged a public exhibition there that displayed the Woman s
Bible, the Force Acts, and an urn purportedly containing the ashes of Wilson’s speeches.
Stanton wrote the Woman'’s Bible, a radical document, that commented on the Bible from
a feminist perspective. The federal government had designed the 1870 and 1871 Force
Acts to protect black citizens’ rights to vote, and these Acts recalled Southerners’ worst
fears of northern control following the Civil War. The NWP had burned Wilson’s
wartime speeches, which advocated fighting the war “for democracy, for the right of
those who submit to authority to have a voice in their own governments,” in protest at

women’s political exclusion.” Thus, antisuffragists neatly tied woman suffrage to radical,
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racial, and regional fears as well as to the allegation that suffragists were unpatriotic.
They invited possible supporters and members of the Assembly to view the exhibition to
ensure that members saw these damaging items before the session began.* In asking
legislators to uphold southern ideals by rejecting the amendment, antisuffragists showed
that they recognized the importance of the campaign in Tennessee. They did not believe
that North Carolina would ratify, and they felt that if they could delay consideration by
the other states until after the presidential election, nobody would retain any interest in
ratifying the Nineteenth Amendment.

The SWRL leaders did not confine themselves to letter writing and exhibitions;
they also made speeches opposing ratification to women’s clubs. These speeches did not
always totally oppose women’s enfranchisement; sometimes they appealed for a state
rather than a federal amendment.*’ Nevertheless, the antisuffragists mounted a more
understated campaign than did the suffragists. Antisuffragists continued with their policy
of claiming that they represented the silent majority; Mrs. George Washington had a
“large following” that “silently” wished but would not act.*® She held a tea attended by
the state and national antisuffrage leaders on the day after the SWRL formally launched
its campaign on 7 August at the Hermitage Hotel."’

Fewer details of the antisuffragists’ campaigns are available which makes
comparisons with their opponents difficult. In Tennessee, however, they seem to have
stressed their opposition to ratification rather than their aversion woman suffrage. They
concentrated their campaign among elite women and members of the Assembly in

Nashville rather than spreading their leaders too thinly across the state. Their strategy was
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effective because they successfully framed the debate around the Assembly’s right to
ratify rather than the desirability of woman suffrage. They, therefore, tailored their
campaign to suit the environment in which they found themselves. Since Tennessee’s
legislature had passed a law in 1919 that gave women presidential and municipal
suffrage, some politicians were open to the possibility of change and the national
enfranchisement of women. Tennessee itself, however, provided a rapidly changing
environment for the campaign, leaving the final result hanging in the balance until the last
moment. Thus, the outcome of the fight for ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment

was impossible to predict.
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