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The history of women’s suffrage and the subsequent fight for equality are 
important parts of our past, not only for the United States, but for countries all over the 
world. As a German exchange student, I am happy for the opportunity to write about this 
significant topic in American history. 

On August 18, 1920, the Congress of the United States ratified the 19th 
Amendment, which granted American women the right to vote. But how did the 
suffragettes achieve their goal? What is the history of those women? How does it 
impact politics in America and other countries today? This essay in honor of the 100th 
anniversary of the 19th Amendment will answer those and many more questions. 

The engagement of women for their right to vote goes far back into the past, but 
the women’s suffrage movement first began to gather strength in the 1840s. The 
women’s rights convention held in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848 is seen as the event 
that launched the suffrage movement. For several years, many supporters of women’s 
suffrage worked all over the country to gain publicity for their case. Finally, in 1869, two 
national suffrage organizations were established: the National Woman Suffrage 
Association (NWSA) under the leadership of Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Stanton, 
and the American Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) with Lucy Stone as president. 
The AWSA had more moderate goals and worked only to earn women the right to vote. 
Meanwhile, the NWSA focused on other women’s issues, too, such as equal pay and 
divorce rights, and fought with extremist means. It took years of negotiations between 
the NWSA and the AWSA until the founding convention of the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) on February 18, 1890, united the two 
organizations. Susan B. Anthony emerged as their leading figure. 

Soon, opponents of suffrage began to organize in official institutions. The Anti-
Suffrage Party was founded in 1871. According to the group, women should concentrate 
on their roles as wives and mothers. Another institution formed was the National 
Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage (NAOWS) in 1911. Not only men but also 
many women participated in this association. The women argued that they and others 
would not want to vote.  



For a long time, it looked like the suffragettes had more enemies than allies. 
However, when they were supported by Theodore Roosevelt’s national Bull Moose 
Party one year after the NAOWS was formed, the tide slowly started to turn. More and 
more people began to speak in support of women’s right to vote.

At that time, the suffragettes focused increasingly on lobbying for a constitutional 
amendment that granted the right to vote for women. For that purpose, the 
Congressional Union for Woman Suffrage, later the National Woman’s Party (NWP), 
was established in 1913. The first big objective was achieved when Woodrow Wilson 
declared in 1916 that the Democratic Party would support suffrage. In that same year, 
the first woman was elected to the House of Representatives. In 1917, when the United 
States entered World War I, the suffrage movement got another boost in supporters. 
The NAWSA promoted America’s participation in the war, so many citizens saw it as 
patriotic.

Without a doubt, the suffrage movement was finally successful. Originally written 
by Susan B. Anthony, the Woman Suffrage Amendment was passed by Congress in 
1919 and ratified in 1920.

So, how did it influence American politics? It is unquestionable that women have 
used their opportunity to participate. From early on, women have voted in elections at 
least in the same percentage as men, and often more. For instance, the voter turnout of 
the midterm elections in 2018 showed that women had a higher participation by 3.2%. 
The differences in prior years were even as high as 12%.

Nonetheless, the gender gap is clearly recognizable. Women in political 
professions are a minority even today. As of 2018, only 23.5% of the members in 
Congress were female. These results are below the global average, and the United 
States ranked merely 75th in the corresponding World Classification. Many other 
nations placed higher. Rwanda, Cuba, and Bolivia are leaders as the only countries with 
female majorities in government. Other Western democracies, such as Britain, Sweden, 
and Germany, outpace the United States, too.

Despite all of those numbers, the United States is one of the strongest 
supporters for gender equality today. All women in America can be proud of their 
growing participation in politics and of their history as fighters for women’s rights.
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