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We mark a ballot on this Election Day unlike any seen by previous generations of 
Americans — one with a woman as the standard-bearer of a major political party. No 
matter who prevails today, the victor’s term will end as the nation observes the 100th 
anniversary of women’s suffrage.  
 
Some who will vote today were born when women were still denied the franchise. My 
mother, who cast an early ballot a few days ago, came into the world only two years after 
women won the vote. Talk about a long campaign? No race in American history lasted 
longer than the effort to secure voting rights for half the population.  
 
In the early 1920s, leaders of the suffrage movement looked back with wonder at their 
“century of struggle.” “It fills the days and it rides the nights,” Carrie Chapman Catt and 
Nettie Rogers Shuler said of the contest. Few appreciated, they imagined, “how much of 
time and patience, how much work, energy and aspiration, how much faith, how much 
hope, how much despair went into” the battle for women’s suffrage.  
 
In the “seemingly endless chain of activity,” were the “accumulated possibilities of an 
entire lifetime” — in fact, the lifetimes of several generations. Sixty-eight women signed 
the Declaration of Sentiments demanding the right to vote at the 1848 Seneca Falls 
women’s rights convention. Only one, the young Charlotte Woodward, lived to cast a 
ballot for president in 1920.  
 
Many women tried to invade the polling place earlier. Among them was Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, who sought to vote on a brilliant autumn day in November 1880. The great 



suffrage leader was sitting at her desk that morning preparing another essay on 
women’s exclusion from government.  
 
Just then a “wagon and horses all decked with flags and evergreens” drew up to her 
Tenafly, N.J., home. The driver was in search of (male) Republican voters. All six men in 
Stanton’s household were away so Stanton decided that she would go instead. At the 
polling place, her driver explained that Stanton was there “to vote a clean Republican 
ticket.”  
 
With that, the mood among election inspectors swiftly changed. One told Stanton firmly 
that voting was a male privilege. Stanton replied: “I am here as a United States citizen to 
vote for United States officers. It is not the duty of a town inspector to decide on my 
liberties.” When “no outstretched hand was ready to receive” her ballot, she left it on the 
ballot box whose opening was covered by a heavy Bible. “I leave my ballot here,” she told 
the election officials in departing. “With you rests the responsibility of refusing to count 
it.”  
 
That evening Stanton drew up a brief account of her adventure and sent it off to a 
newspaper. “Let us as American citizens rise above the personal injustice we suffer, 
above the dust and smoke, the frauds and corruptions of politics,” she wrote, “and 
remember the great experiment of government we are now making based on human 
equality.”  
 
Stanton recognized, as many do today, that we failed too often to “maintain our declared 
principles.” Amid rampant inequality, she still envisioned a day when “among the sons 
and daughters of the earth there shall be no class nor caste.” Before retiring that night, 
she composed a brief letter to her son. In closing, she wrote: “But I must say good night. 
I am tired after holding that ballot so long and arguing with the judges of elections. 
Good night. Mother.”  
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