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The passing of the 19th Amendment was monumental in taking strides to true 
equality in America. However, women of color were excluded in both the fight and in the 
history of the women’s suffrage movement. One of the arguments presented by the 
National American Woman Suffrage Association to convince politicians to give white 
women the right to vote was to “maintain white, native-born supremacy” as stated by 
Sally Roesch Wagner. In order to gain more support for giving white women the right to 
vote, they barred women of color from proposed policies and bills. Women of color, 
while they did still fight alongside white women, were disenfranchised when the call for 
equality was underway. Their voices were undercut by white women in order to advance 
their own agenda instead of fighting together for the same goal. When history was 
written, the importance of women of color in this movement was practically erased. 

While names such as Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton are often 
thought of when talking about the women’s suffrage movement, Ida B. Wells and Mary 
Church Terrell also deserve to be recognized for their work. Wells was an African 
American woman who worked as a journalist and founder of the National Association of 
Colored Women’s Club, which was created to deal with issues dealing with civil rights 
and women’s suffrage. Terrell was one of the first African American women who earned 
a college degree in America, earning a bachelor’s and master’s degree from Oberlin 
College. She fought tirelessly to have black women included in the fight for the right to 
vote. 

Both of these women had to fight harder than many other women’s rights activist 
on the basis that they had two things going against them: their race and their sex. They 
had to live as women and people of color simultaneously. They should not have had to 
separate themselves into either a person of color or a woman to fight for that 
marginalized identity. Women of color were called women of color because they didn’t 



want to separate their experiences. Their experiences were valuable in showing the 
injustices placed upon them, but racism colored the ears of the privileged. 

The impact of white supremacy in America’s history is abundantly evident just by 
looking through history textbooks. This nation was built on stolen land and was 
cultivated by stolen labor. Even in the fight for women’s right to vote, women of color 
were still left out of the fight in order to appeal to southern voters. They had to deal with 
both racism and sexism. While the 19th Amendment was meant to guarantee all women 
the right to vote, women of color still found themselves unable to exercise that right. Jim 
Crow laws in the South prevented men and women of color from voting in the late 19th 
century. Literacy tests and poll taxes were created for the sole reason of making it much 
more difficult for minorities to exercise their legal right to vote. It wasn’t until 1965 when 
the passage of the Voting Rights Act allowed black women in the South to vote. It took 
another ten years after that, when the voting rights amendments was passed in 1975 by 
the federal government, which prohibited discrimination against “language minorty” 
citizens. That meant Latinx, Native, and Asian American women were finally granted the 
right to vote as well. 

The disenfranchisement of women of color in the fight for equality isn’t as widely 
known as it should be. Leaders such as Wells and Terrell should have as much 
recognition as Anthony and Stanton, but their status as African American women 
downplayed their contributions to the movement. While the American school system 
fails in properly educating people on the contributions of people of color in American 
history, things like Women’s History Month and Black History Month raise awareness for 
people like Wells and Terrell. The roles of people of color in history will not be forgotten. 
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