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This book is about one of the largest and longest 

movements in American history, the story of how women 

won the right to vote. It took decades to accomplish, and 

there were many hard setbacks, but when it came, the 

change was huge and permanent. And it was done almost 

entirely by women, for the benefi t of women.

Because we both grew up learning women’s history, 

we’ve always been a little shocked at how little most 

people know about the suff rage movement. Most text-

books devote just a few paragraphs to it, and history 

classes rush past it (when it is taught at all). � ere aren’t 

a ton of popular books or movies or other media about it. 

Unlike famous wars, it involved very little actual fi ghting, 

violent societal upheaval, or widespread death, but we 

think that is EXACTLY the reason we should be study-LY

ing it! Women’s history is action packed, just not in a is

military way. 

Chances are you’ve probably heard about Susan B. 

Anthony, who was so famous at the end of her life that 

the Nineteenth Amendment giving women the right to 

vote was named after her. She’s the one pictured on those 
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dollar coins that hardly anyone uses. But what about 

Lucy Stone, Sojourner Truth, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, 

Frances Willard, Ida B. Wells, and Alice Paul? After 

reading this, we hope you will see them as the amazing, 

brave, resourceful, and often fl awed women they were, 

rather than old- fashioned historical characters wearing 

itchy lace and judgy expressions. � ey were far from 

perfect, and some made decisions we deplore, namely 

ones that excluded and disrespected women of color. 

We need to talk about this, because if we ignore racism, 

past or present, we’ll never do better. Instead, we want to 

look back and show the whole suff rage movement, with 

all of its accomplishments and failures, starting with the 

women who led the way.

Why is it important to know about them? Well, for 

one thing, any version of American history that ignores 

half the population is simply inaccurate. Also, many of 

these women leaders are fantastic role models, providing 

inspiration for girls and boys alike. � ere is a lot to 

admire about their accomplishments, and it makes us 

mad that most Americans have never heard their names.

But most importantly, these women can actually 

teach us all valuable skills for creating change. � e 
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suff ragists used just about every tool for political engage-

ment we have today. Petitions? Long before the internet 

or computers, suff ragists gathered millions of signatures 

to petition for the vote in states around this country. 

Women’s marches at the time of a presidential inaugura-

tion? � ey did that, too, over one hundred years ago. 

Public speeches, lobbying, raising money, writing articles, 

advocating? Check, check, check. Publicity stunts? � ey 

practically invented them! Trust us when we tell you these 

women are worth listening to.

Fortunately a lot of great scholarship covers this long 

movement, but we also know that in this increasingly 

hectic world, your time is valuable. So just in case you 

don’t have time to read the six- volume History of Woman 

Suff rage (which still left a lot out!), we’ve made our own 

quick guide to how the suff ragists changed the world. 

We hope it is useful and fun, and it is defi nitely irreverent. 

Most importantly, it highlights the time- tested tactics that 

they used to achieve their goals, tactics that are still hugely 

relevant today. 

As for us, our friendship actually goes back genera-

tions. Lucinda’s grandmother Lady Bird Johnson and 

Rebecca’s grandmother Lindy Boggs became friends in 
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the 1940s, when both were young southern political wives 

in Washington, DC. Both remained involved in politics 

throughout their long lives. Our mothers, Lynda Robb 

and Cokie Roberts, were lifelong friends, as well as public 

fi gures who actively promoted the contributions of 

women. � ey and many other friends and mentors taught 

us the value of women’s history, for which we are deeply 

thankful. 

Susan B. Anthony understood the importance of 

strategy and marketing and promoting what works. She 

would also appreciate you and all the potential you have 

to make the world a better place. She would tell you 

“Failure is impossible,” and we agree.

Lucinda and Rebecca
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1
tell yourtell your 

1storystory1



•

Every great cause has to start somewhere. In the 

beginning, before there are organizations or advocacy 

groups, there is a story waiting to be told. � at’s how you 

get people talking about your idea in the fi rst place. A 

good story can sway even reluctant listeners. How many 

times have you resisted a show everyone is watching 

because it isn’t your thing, only to see one episode and get 

totally sucked in because the story is so compelling? 

Spoken or written, stories have great power.

It’s hard for us to understand just how radical the idea 

of women voting used to be. But imagine that you lived 

in America in the early 1800s. Most other countries in the 

world still had some kind of monarchy or a ruling class. 

Our republic was just a few decades old. Sure, the idea of 

democracy and elite men voting had been around since 

ancient Athens. But minus the occasional queen, there 

were few examples of women having a say in their own 

lives, much less their own government. � at’s why telling 

a story was so important for the fi rst generation of 

suff ragists. For most Americans, women’s suff rage wasn’t 

even on their radar screen.
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B    . One of the fi rst people to 

speak publicly about women’s suff rage was a white 

woman named Lucy Stone. She was also the fi rst to make 

it her full- time job. She was born in 1818 in Massachu-

setts. If you look at the old photographs, Lucy Stone 

looks totally forgettable. She is usually pictured with that 

unfortunate middle- part hairdo that covers her ears and 

makes her look like she’s about to lecture you on obscure 

grammar rules. Don’t be fooled. Lucy Stone was a 

superhero.

Her father helped two of her brothers to go to college 

but thought it was a bad idea for a girl to get too much 

education. She was smart and determined to learn, so 

she took a job as a teacher making less than half the pay 

of the male teacher she replaced (which, by the way, was 

completely legal!). She worked for nine years before she 

could fi nally aff ord to pay her own way to Oberlin College, 

the very fi rst college in America to accept women. While 

there she cleaned houses for three cents an hour to help 

pay for her room and board, studying Greek as she 

washed dishes.

But even the progressive Oberlin had its limits. Her 

classmates picked her to write a special essay for 
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graduation, but she was forbidden to read it to an 

audience that included both genders. Rather than have a 

male faculty member read her words, Stone declined the 

honor. Not surprisingly, by the time she graduated she 

was a strong believer that women should be treated as 

men’s equals.

After she graduated from college, most of her family 

thought she should go back to teaching full time. Instead, 

at age twenty- nine she followed her conscience and decided 

to speak out against slavery. � is was a time when ministers 

would preach from the pulpits that wives should be quiet 

and obey their husbands, so a woman speaking in public 

was highly controversial. � e very few women who did 

speak publicly drew large, curious, and sometimes angry 

mobs. If you get nervous about having to give a speech 

today, be glad you live in the twenty- fi rst century. Back 

then, lots of men showed up at anti- slavery lectures just 

to yell insults and throw things, and every once in a while 

they would burn a building down. (We’re looking at you, 

Philadelphia.)

By all accounts Lucy Stone was a mesmerizing speaker 

(people were constantly shocked at just how good she was). 

She was small but had a musical voice that captivated 
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audiences. Originally hired by the Massachusetts Anti-

Slavery Society to lecture against slavery, she started 

adding stories about the injustices women faced, which 

she knew from her own experience. Her employers at the 

society wanted her to stick to abolition. But by that time 

Stone was such a big draw —  thousands of people came to 

hear her —  that she eventually worked out a deal to speak 

about women’s rights on the weekdays. She had to take a 

pay cut, but she didn’t care because both issues were 

hugely important to her. A lot of times you learn to 

advocate for one cause because of your involvement in 

another.

In the nineteenth century, listening to speakers was 

what you did for fun, like going to a blockbuster movie 

today (yes, entertainment options were pretty limited). 

Most lecturers at that time gave extremely fl owery speeches 

that went on for hours, but Stone spoke plainly and told 

deeply personal stories. Newspapers marveled at how she 

could turn a hostile crowd around by talking directly to 

her hecklers (who sometimes just happened to be carrying 

clubs), occasionally shaming them but more often winning 

them over. Men who came to make trouble by booing and 

hissing left convinced she was on to something. Women 
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stayed after her speeches to share their own stories, which 

Stone would weave into her talks. After being ignored for 

so long, women desperately wanted not just more rights, 

but to be heard and to make a diff erence. In 1850, speak-

ing to a packed hall, Stone said:

We want to be something more than the append-

ages of Society; we want that Woman should be 

the co- equal and help- meet of Man in all the 

interests and perils and enjoyment of human 

life. . . . We want that when she dies, it may not 

be written on her gravestone that she was the 

“relic” [widow] of somebody.

� e crowd ate it up.

Lucy Stone showed that women could speak up for 

their own rights and that people would want to hear 

them. Within just a few years of making her fi rst speech 

for women’s rights in 1847, she was getting invitations 

from all around the country to come speak.

M  . You can make a story even more 

eff ective by sharing your own experiences. From the very 
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beginning of the suff rage movement, a lot of men liked to 

claim that women didn’t need rights because men pro-

tected them and looked out for their interests. Sojourner 

Truth knew better. Unlike Stone, who was white, edu-

cated, and middle- class, Truth was Black, enslaved at 

birth, and literally scarred for life. She didn’t have any 

illusions that men would always be kind.

Sojourner Truth was born 1797 in an area of New 

York settled by Dutch immigrants. She was given the 

name Isabella, and after her fi rst owner died, she was 

taken from her parents. By age thirteen she had already 

been sold three times. She was eventually purchased by 

John Dumont, and in his house she worked brutally long 

days and was sometimes whipped, while his hostile wife 

made her even more miserable. She was “married” (she 

had no choice) to an enslaved man named � omas and 

had fi ve children. In 1826, after Dumont broke a promise 

to set her free, she decided she’d had enough. Taking only 

her baby daughter and the clothes on her back, she walked 

a few miles down the road to stay with a sympathetic 

white couple. � e next year New York state abolished 

slavery and she was fi nally free. But Dumont had illegally 

sold her fi ve- year- old son to a sadistic owner in Alabama, 
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and she fi led a lawsuit to get him back. Against over-

whelming odds, she won and they were reunited.

Soon afterward she moved to New York City, and 

over the next decade she worked as a domestic servant 

and became involved with a number of popular (and 

sometimes pretty radical) religious movements. While she 

had some bad experiences, including a devastating and 

abusive period with a cult, she also found fellowship and 

friends, and for the fi rst time she had the opportunity to 

preach (she was great at it). Although she never learned 

to read, she memorized the Bible by asking people to read 

passages several times until she knew them by heart. She 

particularly liked to have children read to her, because 

they would do just that, unlike adults who sometimes 

tried to tell her what to think.

� en on June 1, 1843, she did something absolutely 

remarkable. Giving her employers an hour’s notice, she 

packed a pillowcase of belongings and went on the road 

to begin a new life as a traveling preacher. She gave herself 

the name Sojourner Truth.

In the beginning, most of Truth’s public speeches —  

sermons really —  were about fi nding God and salvation. 

But many of the people she met in religious communities 
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were involved in the big reform issues of their times —  

abolitionism, women’s rights, temperance, and even 

vegetarianism —  and she listened and paid attention. 

When it became clear to some of the reformers that she 

shared their ideals, they recruited her to talk. She began 

to share the stage with some of the most respected 

lecturers of the day. � at Truth was a Black woman who 

had once been enslaved made her virtually unique on the 

speaker circuit. Audiences were fascinated by her and by 

her story.

Newspapers praised Truth for her wit, wisdom, and 

common sense, and she certainly knew how to read a 

crowd. She quoted the Bible extensively to make her 

arguments against slavery and for women’s rights and 

used humor to take away some of the sting. She sang 

hymns she wrote herself. As early as 1850, Truth dictated 

and self- published her autobiography, which she sold for 

twenty- fi ve cents. It was updated several times, and with 

the sales from her book and donations from her public 

speaking, she was able to buy her own house and pay off  

the mortgage. She even got a glowing review from the 

author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, which was widely believed 
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to be the second-best- selling book in America during the 

nineteenth century (after the Bible). 

In 1851, Truth traveled to Ohio and attended a women’s 

rights convention in Akron. � ere, in front of a large 

crowd, she asked if she could say a few words. According 

to Marius Robinson, editor of the Anti- Slavery Bugle

(who published an account a month later), she talked 

about her own personal experience, declaring:

I am a woman’s rights. I have as much muscle as 

any man, and can do as much work as any man. I 

have plowed and reaped and husked and chopped 

and mowed, and can any man do more than that? 

I have heard much about the sexes being equal; I 

can carry as much as any man, and can eat as 

much too, if I can get it.

(We’re guessing that if she was alive today she’d have 

some choice words to stay about the gender pay gap.)

She also knew how to deliver a burn. To those who 

did not think women should have their own rights, she 

was happy to make this point: “And how came Jesus into 
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the world? � rough God who created him and woman 

who bore him. Man, where is your part?”

She nailed it. Robinson later admitted, “It is impos-

sible to transfer it to paper, or convey any adequate idea 

of the eff ect it produced upon the audience. � ose only 

can appreciate it who saw her powerful form, her whole- 

souled, earnest gesture, and listened to her strong and 

truthful tones.”

I        ,   

   . Sometimes the most 

popular version of a story is not the same as the original. 

Shocking, right? If this happens, you can either frustrate 

yourself trying to go for 100 percent accuracy, or you can 

use your platform to keep getting the word out.  

Truth’s Akron speech would go on to become far and 

away her most famous speech and arguably one of the 

best- known speeches of the entire suff rage movement. 

But nobody would have predicted that at the time. We 

don’t have a video or audio recording, and Truth didn’t 

write anything down. Robinson’s version —  created 

shortly after the convention —  was probably pretty close 

to what she actually said (it also helped that Truth was 
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staying at his house at the time). It went to press a few 

weeks later, and when it came out, as good as it was, it 

didn’t seem to set the world on fi re.

So what changed? In 1863, a white suff ragist named 

Frances Gage wrote an article with her own description of 

Truth’s speech. Gage had presided at the 1851 convention, 

and twelve years later, capitalizing on Truth’s growing 

fame, she conveniently remembered it well enough to 

publish a detailed account. Gage couldn’t resist making 

the story even more dramatic. She wrote that the audi-

ence jeered when Truth fi rst started talking, but by the 

end, their eyes fi lled with tears and hundreds ran forward 

to congratulate her. But Gage took the most poetic 

license with the speech itself: she had Truth speaking in 

a southern accent (Truth was from New York and her 

fi rst language was Dutch) and claiming to have thirteen 

enslaved children (she had fi ve). Most memorably, her 

version included the line “Ain’t I a woman?” multiple 

times. You can compare the two versions online, but 

here’s an excerpt:

And raising herself to her full height, and her 

voice to a pitch like rolling thunder, she asked, 
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“And ain’t I a woman? Look at me! Look at my 

arm! (and she bared her right arm to the shoulder, 

showing her tremendous muscular power). I have 

ploughed, and planted, and gathered into barns, 

and no man could head me! And ain’t I a woman? 

I could work as much and eat as much as a man —  

when I could get it —  and bear de lash as well! 

And ain’t I a woman?”

Whatever her exact words really were, Truth’s message 

of equality shines through, but Gage’s version is the one 

that most people remember today.

We can’t be sure how Truth felt about Gage’s popular-

ized version. She was proud that she spoke “fairly correct 

English” (remember: her second language!) and generally 

annoyed when people put words in her mouth. At the 

same time, we believe Truth understood the importance 

of good publicity. She met some of the most important 

people of her day, including two presidents (Lincoln and 

Grant). She also used her fame to advocate for freedmen 

after the Civil War (probably the cause she cared most 

about). On the downside, she ran into the kinds of 

problems celebrities have today. Papers would write that 
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she had died (several years too early) or that she was 110 

(not even close). Either way, a later edition of Truth’s 

auto biography, published while she was still alive, included 

Gage’s transcript.

Very few historians (like none) think that George 

Washington really chopped down a cherry tree. But that 

well- known legend, true or not, sticks because it gets to 

something Americans think is fundamentally important 

about our country. Sojourner Truth was admired in her 

lifetime and has become an even bigger source of inspira-

tion today (she even had a Mars rover named after her). 

� en and now, she is a symbol of women’s rights.

Before you can change the world, you have to start by 

telling your story. You can’t wait to be invited; you have 

to be brave and put yourself out there. Make your stories 

personal so that you can connect with your audience. 

Be prepared for things to get exaggerated along the way 

(which they will). � at doesn’t mean your story is over, 

so keep talking.

To quote modern-day moms everywhere, use your 

words.
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Along with a great story that gets everyone 

excited, you need to let people know what your goal is, 

what success looks like. What, specifi cally, are you asking 

for? But that is only part of it. Most people are pretty 

busy with all the things going on in their life, so you will 

need to keep your goal statement simple and clear, and 

you will probably have to repeat yourself again and again 

(and again) to get your message to stick. Advertisers will 

tell you that commercials are most eff ective once people 

have seen them multiple times (it is called the rule of 

seven), and the same is true for educating people about a 

cause. You have to really hammer it home.

As early as 1776, Abigail Adams wrote to John Adams 

and asked him to “remember the ladies” and be “more 

generous and favorable to them than your ancestors.” 

We think this is a great idea in general, but it’s not quite 

a plan. When did the big concept of women’s rights come 

to be defi ned in practice as women’s suff rage? It all came 

together with one of the greatest partnerships in American 

history.
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B     . Elizabeth Cady 

Stanton was acknowledged by pretty much everyone in 

her day to be one of the great thinkers and writers of the 

suff rage movement. Charming and brilliant, she was so 

sure of herself that later in life she would write her own 

critique of the Bible, calling out the parts she thought 

were sexist. � is was typical of Stanton. � roughout her 

long life she was absolutely fearless when it came to 

taking controversial positions.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, who was white, was born in 

1815, the eighth child of a well- to- do lawyer and judge. 

Only four of her ten siblings —  all girls —  lived past 

twenty, and her father’s grief at having no surviving sons 

(he once told her she should have been a boy) helped 

shape her belief that the world was unfair to women. By 

the time she was eleven, she was learning Greek and 

debating her father’s law clerks. Competitive by nature, 

she hated the fact that even though she was as smart as 

her male classmates, they went off  to college and she got 

left behind. She wanted excitement and a chance to put 

her excellent mind to work.

In 1840, she married an abolitionist speaker named 

Henry Stanton, and on their honeymoon they traveled to 
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the World Anti- Slavery Convention in London. � ere she 

met Lucretia Mott, a famous white American abolitionist 

who had been elected as a delegate to the convention. � e 

British organizers had originally refused to seat her and 

the other women delegates, but after much debate, they 

were allowed to sit off  to the side (hidden by a curtain), 

where they were told to remain silent. Stanton, who 

always loved a good fi ght, was indignant on Mott’s behalf, 

and the two became friends.

Eight years later, Stanton was living in Seneca Falls, 

New York, with her growing family. She had seven chil -

dren, whom she raised in a rather free- range style, but she 

still had a passion for women’s rights. While attending a 

friendly tea party with female abolitionists, Stanton and a 

small group of white Quaker women decided on the spur 

of the moment to hold a women’s rights convention, the 

fi rst one ever. � ey would hold it in less than two weeks’ 

time so that Lucretia Mott (who was in the neighbor-

hood) could attend, and they put a notice about it in the 

paper.

� ey had no idea how popular it would be. It wasn’t 

that women’s rights hadn’t come up before —  it was a 

buzzy topic in the reform crowd —  it just usually took a 


