Task 1: Background Reading
Between Two Worlds: Black Women and the Fight for Voting Rights
National Park Service, June 10, 2020

Was there ever a time when your voice wasn’t being heard?

During the 19th and 20th centuries, Black women played an active role in the struggle for universal suffrage.
They participated in political meetings and organized political societies. African American women attended
political conventions at their local churches where they planned strategies to gain the right to vote. In the late
1800s, more Black women worked for churches, newspapers, secondary schools, and colleges, which gave thema
larger platform to promote their ideas.

But in spite of their hard work, many people didn’t listen to them. Black men and white women usually led civil
rights organizations and set the agenda. They often excluded Black women from their organizations and activities.
For example, the National American Woman Suffrage Association prevented Black women from attending their
conventions. Black women often had to march separately from white women in suffrage parades. In addition,
when Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony wrote the History of Woman Suffrage in the 1880s, they
featured white suffragists while largely ignoring the contributions of African American suffragists. Though Black
women are less well remembered, they played an important role in getting the Fifteenth and Nineteenth
Amendments passed.

Black women found themselves pulled in two directions. Black men wanted their support in fighting racial
discrimination and prejudice, while white women wanted them to help change the inferior status of women in
American society. Both groups ignored the unique challenges that African American women faced. Black
reformers like Mary Church Terrell, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, and Harriet Tubman understood that both
their race and their sex affected their rights and opportunities.

Because of their unique position, Black women tended to focus on human rights and universal suffrage, rather
than suffrage solely for African Americans or for women. Many Black suffragists weighed in on the debate over
the Fifteenth Amendment, which would enfranchise Black men but not Black women. Mary Ann Shadd Cary
spoke in support of the Fifteenth Amendment but was also critical of it as it did not give women the right to vote.
Sojourner Truth argued that Black women would continue to face discrimination and prejudice unless their voices
were uplifted like those of Black men.

African American women also believed that the issue of suffrage was too large and complex for any one group or
organization to tackle alone. They hoped that different groups would work together to accomplish their shared
goal. Black suffragists like Nannie Helen Burroughs wrote and spoke about the need for Black and white women
to cooperate to achieve the right to vote. Black women worked with mainstream suffragists and organizations,
like the National American Woman Suffrage Association.

However, the mainstream organizations did not address the challenges faced by Black women because of their
race, such as negative stereotypes, harassment, and unequal access to jobs, housing, and education. So in the late
1800s, Black women formed clubs and organizations where they could focus on the issues that affected them.

In Boston, Black reformers like Josephine St. Pierre Ruffin and Charlotte Forten Grimke founded the National
Association of Colored Women (NACW) in 1896. During their meetings at the Charles Street Meeting House,
members discussed ways of attaining civil rights and women’s suffrage. The NACW’s motto, “Lifting as we
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climb,” reflected the organization’s goal to “uplift” the status of Black women. In 1913, Ida B. Wells founded the
Alpha Suffrage Club of Chicago, the nation's first Black women's club focused specifically on suffrage.

After the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified in 1920, Black women voted in elections and held political offices.
However, many states passed laws that discriminated against African Americans and limited their freedoms.

Black women continued to fight for their rights. Educator and political advisor Mary McLeod Bethune formed the
National Council of Negro Women in 1935 to pursue civil rights. Tens of thousands of African Americans worked
over several decades to secure suffrage, which occurred when the Voting Rights Act passed in 1965. This Act
represents more than a century of work by Black women to make voting easier and more equitable.

Link: https://www.nps.gov/articles/black-women-and-the-fight-for-voting-
rights.htm?utm_source=article&utm_medium=website&utm_campaign=experience_more

Class Discussion Questions:

1. In what ways were Black women excluded from the Women’s Suffrage Movement?

2. Why might Black women in the 19" and 20" centuries be more inclined to focus on universal suffrage rather than
simply voting rights for women?

3. In addition to working with mainstream suffrage organizations, why might Black women choose to form
additional clubs and organizations?
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