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The Forgotten Voices in the Fight to Suffrage 

Political cartoons are unique in the sense that they allocate many interpretations regarding 

a critical matter based on an individual's outlook of their environment. People of all backgrounds 

have a special ability to interpret these visuals differently which presents the issue, such as the 

effects of slavery, in diverse ways as opposed to words on paper. To begin, since the colonization 

of the United States, slavery was a broad topic that encompassed most, in not all parts of living 

during the time period. African-American men and women were restricted basic rights up until 

the end of the Civil War, where they were considered citizens, yet lacked the privilege of 

suffrage. After the 15th amendment, all men were granted this right, yet women were not 

presented with such a freedom. Consequently, during the time period of the mid-1800s, women 

within the country decided to share their voice surrounding the topic of suffrage. The rapidly 

changing environment in the country gave women the power and strength to fight for this piece 

of freedom during the Reconstruction Era in numerous marches, such as the Women’s Suffrage 

Procession. However, it is merely assumed that all women contributed as an equal voice to this 

important cause, yet black women fell short asserting their voices. This was not due to a lack of 

passion—rather is the suppression of the freedom of speech covered up by the white, female 

protesters. Despite living in a country with rapid, positive changes in society, black women were 

often the forgotten voices fighting for suffrage despite their hidden voice pleading for reform in 

the late 1800s.  
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Source: Emily Scarborough, “Just like the Men” New York Tribune, March 1, 1913. 

 One of the most prominent images during the suffrage movement was this image 

produced in the “New York Tribune.” It depicts the racial bias that occurred while protesting for 

the right to vote “just like the men,” and ironically is clear that the end goal was to secure “votes 

for WHITE women” despite the fact that both signs state “Votes for Women.” As the white 

women dominated the women’s suffrage movements across the country, it is evident that women 

of color were often discriminated within the system itself. The African-American woman in this 

image is definitely in dismay after she is set back by the white woman during her efforts to fight 

for her rights. After the 15th amendment, which granted suffrage to all men—white or colored— 

women strongly decided to have a say in changing this law.  

However, once these women heard prominent leaders, including Susan B. Anthony state, 

“I will cut off this right arm of mine before I will ever work or demand the ballot for the Negro 



and not the woman,” as recorded by Wesleyan University in “Celebrating Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr.”,  it shifted their focus from earning rights for all women, to particularly white women. 

Henceforth, this mindset suppressed the voice of the black women from being heard. For 

instance, The National History Museum noted in  “Woman’s Suffrage” that they were often not 

welcomed into organizations such as the N.A.W.S.A. The image shares a note of this frustration 

and disappointment that these women felt through the woman’s facial expression captured in the 

photo. Therefore, black women were often discouraged from participating in these protests and 

suffered an overall setback due to this unwelcoming atmosphere.  
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Source: Women to the Rescue, The Crisis, May, 1916. 

As the Reconstruction Era ended in 1877, black women were already granted rights as a 

citizen, yet they lacked the freedom of suffrage. Black men, however, were granted suffrage in 

1870 by the 15th amendment, while women were left out of the picture. This was a tough time 

for women in general, but black women had far more difficulties as this image depicts. New laws 



were enacted to suppress black rights such as the “Jim Crow Laws” and the “Grandfather 

Clause.” These laws came into existence after the Reconstruction Era up to the mid-1900s. This 

meant that black women were at a disadvantage when it came to earning their rights, whether it 

be suffrage or any other unincluded rights because they were faced with many other challenges. 

The crows in this picture represent many of the struggles they faced which contributed to their 

suppression and it is clear that the mother is overwhelmed using the constitution to her advantage 

while trying to put an end to the laws. Furthermore, she also needs to support her children, which 

prevents her from having much of a say compared to the white women when all of these factors 

add up. Explained in “Woman’s Suffrage”, this unbalance is represented in the demographics of 

the N.A.W.S.A, according to the National Women’s History Museum because the majority of the 

members of the organization where white women, and they discouraged black women from 

joining. Overall, these factors that black women had to juggle prevented them from having much 

of a voice, which is easily visible through the vivid image.  
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Source: “Holy Horror of Mrs. McCaffraty in a Washington City Street Passenger Car.” 

Harper's Weekly, February 24, 1866. 

Stereotypes had a crucial role in restricting the suffrage for black women as well. The 

artist is trying to present the issue of the inequality of suffrage through this image. The black 

woman on the right is wearing high-class clothing while the white woman is wearing and 

looking like the stereotypes that people had surrounding black women at the time. Moreover, the 

text states, “Mr. McCafferty voted against Negro Suffrage” which demonstrates the irony 

because the black woman is dressed more decent and mannered than the white woman. The fact 

that white women wanted to vote excluding black women was absurd to the artist because they 

were no more put together than the black women at the time, yet were racially biased against the 

blacks. The cartoonist ultimately wanted to show that black women should be entitled to vote as 

well because they were no less of a woman than the other white women. Moreover, the cartoon 



also connects to how the many people were against black suffrage. According to The New York 

Times in the article “On this Day,” in the December of 1865, nearly 7000 ballots were against 

black voting rights while only 35 were for it in Washington D.C. It is also clear to see the 

disappointment and a look of defeat on her face, which is representative of what many of the 

black women faced. Overall, this image shows the absurdity of the whole situation and allows 

people to come to conclusions about the unfair protesting nature.  
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Source: “The Sky is Now her Limit”, New York Times Company, 1920 October, p. 142. 

This political cartoon also contains elements of the topic of suffrage for women. The 

artist is trying to share all of the struggles that women have to go through. For example, most 

women at the time were in charge of household tasks like the woman in the picture. However, 

the woman is looking to the equal suffrage step and doesn’t acknowledge the bottom few steps 

so it may suggest that those obstacles have been overcome for her. Additionally, the bottom step 

that has the word “slavery” written on it with a black background which may signify that those 



are the main obstacles for black women while the white woman look towards the topmost steps 

including “equal suffrage.” This shows the additional obstacles that black women face to convey 

the reasons why they struggled to have their voice heard for suffrage. This makes the process for 

equal rights more feasible for white women, and they receive easier recognition for the matter 

because there are not as many obstacles in the way. Accordingly, it becomes clear to recognize 

the differences among women when it comes to the advantage one had over the other.  
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Source: Barnett, Ferdinand Lee, Conservator, January 1913. 

 Despite their preoccupations as black women in society trying to earn freedom after the 

Reconstruction Era, many black women managed to speak out about the cause. One notable 

figure who is depicted in this image was Ida B. Wells, who was a notable advocate in spreading 

this issue of their suppression out to the public view. The image showcases a group of 

determined black suffragists in a parade in Washington, D.C. and their contribution to the effort. 

However, once one researches the background regarding this image, it becomes clear that 



gaining a say in a public parade for white women was not a feasible task. Janigro, Alice from the 

National Women’s History Museum described in “Ida B. Wells” how, “In the suffrage parade of 

1913 organized by Alice Paul’s Congressional Union, black women were asked to march in a 

segregated unit. Ida B. Wells refused to do so, and slipped into her state’s delegation after the 

start of the parade.” This rebellious and impactful thinking provided these women to have a say 

about this issue, and their determination portrayed by the image showcases their strength. Yet, it 

also shares insight about the unfortunate discrimination that they faced for just sharing their 

words. 

During the Reconstruction Era, the fight for suffrage was clearly evident among the 

different races. As the 15th Amendment passed in 1870, it marked towards the end of this era. 

People have color have fought for years to earn this right, yet women would not earn suffrage 

rights until many years forward. White women did not get the right to vote until the 19th 

amendment in 1920, and black women still were criticized at this point in society for voting. 

Many of these obstacles included the racial bias and suppression, overlooking difficulties black 

women faced, and political discriminations which made protesting for this cause a daunting task 

in the era. This was evident through the fact that black women did not get to completely exercise 

their right to vote until the Voting Rights Act of 1965, several decades after white women earned 

their right to vote in 1920 according to Janigro. Contrariwise, the persistence that the black 

women showed was impeccable and is often overlooked in history today in the 21st century. 

Ultimately, their struggles clearly branched off of the racial issues that were prominent during 

and after the Reconstruction Era.  The efforts that these women made are often taken for granted 

when exercising one’s rights as a citizen to be able to vote—regardless of one’s race or gender.  



 America has endured a magnitude of social issues over the past few centuries in 

particular, and artists who focused on the suffrage movement were able to vividly capture those 

moments of inequality. Black women did not receive the luxury of equal rights in the fight for 

suffrage and those who did voice their opinions did not get recognition. As we pay our respects 

in Black History Month and other important events in this century, it is important to shine a light 

on all black women who lost their say during the movement itself, because it would not be the 

equal America today without their contributions. Their obstacles were daunting, yet they 

managed to raise a say for the America we live in today for the betterment of lives in the future.  
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