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Stirring Up Suffrage Sentiment: The Formation
of the State Woman Suffrage Organizations,
1866—1914*

Hotwy J. McCaMMON, Vanderbilt University

Abstract

In nearly every state around the turn of the twentieth century, suffragists mobilized in
grassroots suffrage organizations to secure the vote for women. While movement
researchers have theorized that political opportunities are important in explaining why
movements emerge, the results from an examination of the emergence of the state suffrage
movements show that the mobilization of various resources along with the way in which
pro-suffrage arguments were framed were instrumental in stirring up suffrage sentiment.
Political opportunities did little to explain the emergence of the suffrage movements.
The article concludes that movement researchers need to consider that historically
contingent circumstances may determine which factors bring about movement
mobilization.

As they passed through Nevada in 1895 on a western speaking tour, Susan B.
Anthony and Anna Howard Shaw lectured numerous times on why women should
have the right to vote. They urged those attending their talks to form their own
state-wide suffrage organization to work toward broadening the franchise to women.
Not too long after their visit, a sizable group met in Reno to form the Nevada State
Equal Suffrage Association (Earl 1976; Smith 1975). In the decades around the
turn of the twentieth century across the U.S., individuals — mainly women, but
some men as well — joined together, just as did the women and men of Nevada,
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to seek formal political rights for women. In fact, in every state except Wyoming,
suffragists organized state suffrage associations.! In some states, like South Carolina,
these organizations remained relatively small with at most 500 dues-paying
members in the 1910s, but in other states, like Massachusetts and New York,
thousands joined state organizations to work for woman suffrage (National
American Woman Suffrage Association 1912, 1915-19).

This state-level, grassroots suffrage organizing presents an opportunity for a
comparative study of the circumstances in which individuals decide to mobilize
to pursue a collective goal. An examination of suffrage organizing across states
shows that some suffragists organized early in the overall movement, while others
organized later (greater detail on this is given below). In the work here, I compare
the emergence of these state-level suffrage movements to explore the circumstances
that foster movement formation. Although social movement researchers have long
been interested in movement emergence (McAdam, McCarthy & Zald 1988), there
are surprisingly few empirical studies that offer extensive comparisons to explore
why collective action occurs in some circumstances but not in others (for
exceptions see Amenta & Zylan 1991; Hedstrom, Sandell & Stern 2000; Khawaja
1994; McCarthy and Wolfson 1996; Minkoff 1995, 1997; Soule et al. 1999).

On the other hand, in the theoretical literature on movement emergence a theme
of growing prominence is that political opportunity is an important — if not the
most important — circumstance that allows organized movements to arise
(McAdam, McCarthy & Zald 1996). Tarrow (1994:17—18) argues simply that “people
join in social movements in response to political opportunities,” even those with
“mild grievances and few internal resources.” Kriesi et al. (1992:239) seem also to
imply that political opportunities provide the best explanation of why movements
emerge when they state that “overt collective action . . . is best understood if it is
related to political institutions, and to what happens in arenas of conventional party
and interest group politics” Amenta and Zylan’s (1991) empirical study offers
support for these claims. These researchers compare multiple movements and
consider the influence of a variety of factors on movement mobilization. They
conclude that political opportunities are highly important in fostering collective
action.

While political opportunities currently play a dominant role in the theorizing
on movement emergence, resource mobilization theorists (Jenkins 1983; McCarthy
& Zald 1977) have long argued that the amount of resources individuals and groups
are able to draw on explains why and when movements arise. Empirical studies
support this assertion (Khawaja 1994; McCarthy et al. 1988). Minkoff (1995), in
her examination of the organization of various women’s and racial-ethnic
organizations, finds that not only did political opportunities spur organizing, but
movement resources did as well. McCarthy and Wolfson (1996) find that skilled
leadership in local organizations of Mothers Against Drunk Driving was pivotal in
increasing membership and activism in these groups. Soule and her colleagues
(1999) compare the influences of the political context and movement resources
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on protest activities for various women’s groups. They find only mixed support for
the role of political opportunities but substantial evidence that the organizational
resources of movements led to a greater level of protest activities. These last findings
run counter to claims that political opportunities are the best predictors of
movement mobilization.

In addition, recently researchers have turned their attention to the ways in which
activists frame the arguments that justify their goals (for a review, see Benford &
Snow 2000). Movement actors construct arguments to appeal to specific audiences
— for instance, potential movement members or those with the power to grant
movement demands. Yet, in the literature on movement emergence, to my
knowledge, no comparison of the emergence of multiple movements considers
the role of framing.? Koopman and Duyvendak (1995:241) state that “an important
issue to be resolved concerns the success or failure of framing efforts by social
movements,” particularly the impact that ideas have in launching movements.

At this juncture, then, even after much scholarly attention has been devoted to
movement formation, we continue to have few systematic and comprehensive
assessments of the dynamics shaping movement emergence (see the exceptions
listed above), and, of the few empirical investigations that exist, none have
simultaneously examined the roles of political opportunities, resource
mobilization, and ideological framing. In the work that follows, I investigate the
impact of all three of these factors on the formation of the state suffrage
organizations. Although suffrage organizations formed in all states except
Wyoming, there are many points in time included in the analysis here in which
no state suffrage associations emerged, allowing for a comparison of the
circumstances that did and did not foster mobilization.

Organizing a state suffrage association typically was one of the first steps in
launching a suffrage movement in a state. In fact, in most states there was little or
no suffrage activity before the state association was formed, but once the
organization existed suffragists engaged in a myriad of activities designed to
promote suffrage (McCammon et al. 2001). The focus of this paper then is on one
measure of movement mobilization, organizational mobilization (Kurzman 1998
also uses this term), that is, the formation of significant movement organizations
committed to working toward broadening the vote to women. Gamson (1975:15)
says that “mobilization is a process of increasing the readiness to act collectively,”
and forming state-wide suffrage organizations positioned the suffragists to engage
in various strategies designed to persuade lawmakers and the electorate that women
should have voting rights.

Other researchers have concentrated on other possible indicators of the
emergence of collective action. For instance, McCarthy and Wolfson (1996) and
Soule et al. (1999) both consider the activities of movement participants, typically
after initial movement organizing has occurred. Others (e.g., McAdam & Paulsen
1993) concentrate on the micro mobilization processes involved in recruiting
specific individuals into the movement. Organizational mobilization, however, has
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received scant empirical attention. Three studies provide exceptions. McCarthy et
al. (1988) examine the formation of local groups against drunk driving. Minkoff
(1995) studies the organizational foundings of women’s and racial-ethnic groups
in the late twentieth century, and Hedstrom et al. (2000) investigate the organization
of local groups of the Social Democratic party in Sweden at the turn of the twentieth
century. But, again, none of these studies offers a comprehensive assessment of all
factors currently theorized as important in spurring movement organizing.
Minkoff’s scope is the most inclusive, but she does not consider cultural framing.
Yet, as she tells us, “the expansion of organizations represents a particularly
important dimension of movement strength and effectiveness” (p. 3).

In the following discussion, I first describe the organizational mobilization of
the suffragists as they established state suffrage associations. I then outline in greater
detail the various theoretical understandings of the circumstances expected to result
in movement emergence, discussing them in light of the suffrage movements.
Finally, I use event history analysis to examine the utility of these various
explanations and draw theoretical conclusions toward building a model of
movement emergence.

Organizing to Win the Vote

While there are numerous accounts of the national suffrage movement and its
appeals to Congress to pass the federal suffrage amendment (e.g., DuBois 1978;
Flexner 1975; Graham 1996), researchers have yet to compare the state-level
mobilizations of the suffragists.> In fact, some passing references to grassroots
suffrage mobilization in the general histories suggest that suffragists were active
especially in the earlier years of the movement only in the eastern states (Flexner
1975:162; Giele 1995:136). This is not entirely true. Although the eastern states,
including the Northeast and the Midwest, organized earlier on average, a number
of western states and even a few southern states also spawned early organizations.
Figures 1-3 plot the total number of state associations formed in any given year
for the East, West, and South respectively.* In some states, a state suffrage
association organized and then later disbanded but in a still later year reorganized;
thus the figures may include the formation of more than one organization per
state.

The earliest state organizations formed in 1867 when suffragists established state
associations in four states: Kansas, Maryland, Missouri, and New Jersey. A num-
ber of eastern states followed suit in these early years, and, in fact, the bulk of or-
ganizing in the East took place in these earliest years of the movement, just after
the Civil War (Figure 1). The West was somewhat different. Organizing in the
western states occurred throughout most of the years of suffrage activism (Figure
2), although a peak in organizing occurred there in 1895, when state associations
emerged in four states.” The South, while most of its suffrage organizing was after
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FIGURE 1: Number of State Suffrage Associations Organized per Year, in the
East, 1866-1915
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1885, can point to a handful of early organizations (Figure 3). Of these, however,
only the Kentucky Woman Suffrage Association, founded in 1881, lasted until 1920
when the federal amendment was ratified ending suffrage activism (Fuller 1992).
The other early southern organizations lasted only a few years, but suffragists in
those states organized again in later years, many in the 1890s. By the end of 1914,
all states that had not yet enacted woman suffrage had a state suffrage organiza-
tion.® The data in these figures show that substantial variation exists in terms of
when state suffragists organized.

Although from just after the Civil War until the Nineteenth Amendment was
ratified national suffrage organizations existed working in part to convince Congress
to give women formal political power, throughout the period of suffrage activism
a substantial portion of the effort to secure the vote was exerted at the state level.
Attempts were made to convince state lawmakers and state electorates that state
laws and constitutions ought to be changed to enfranchise women. Before 1890,
the national movement was led by two competing organizations, the American
Woman Suffrage Association (AWSA) and the National Woman Suffrage
Association (NWSA). The explicit policy of the AWSA was to focus its efforts at the
state level, encouraging state-level suffrage organization and activism (Flexner
1975:156). With the merger of these two organizations in 1890 to form the National
American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA), efforts at the state level became
even more pronounced. NAWSA leaders appointed vice presidents from each state
to build the movements in their respective states (Grammage 1982), and in 1893,
NAWSA decided to hold its annual conventions outside Washington, D.C., every
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FIGURE 2: Number of State Suffrage Associations Organized per Year, in the
West, 1866-1915
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other year in order to use the annual convention to mobilize other parts of the
country. Much of the dynamism, therefore, of suffrage activism occurred at the
state level, indicating the importance of studying mobilization in the states. The
question for the purposes here then becomes: what prompted individuals in
particular states to begin mobilizing for the cause; in particular, what circumstances
led them to form state suffrage organizations? Also, the various states did not
organize all at once; in fact, the West and South did lag behind the East in many
respects, suggesting that there may be regional differences in the dynamics of
organizing.”

Theoretical Understandings of Why Movement Mobilization Occurs

As noted, researchers have pointed to three general circumstances that give rise to
social movements (Amenta & Zylan 1991; Koopmans & Duyvendak 1995; Zuo &
Benford 1995): political opportunities and the resources and ideological arguments
that actors are able to mobilize and utilize to recruit participants. I discuss each of
these in turn.
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FIGURE 3: Number of State Suffrage Associations Organized per Year in the
South, 1866-1915
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PoLriticaAL OPPORTUNITIES

Political opportunities, which have been widely discussed recently in the movements
literature, are characteristics of states and of party politics that can indicate to
potential activists that the time is ripe for challenge (McCammon et al. 2001). A
number of theorists outline the types of political circumstances that suggest such
a conduciveness to reform (e.g., Kriesi et al. 1992; McAdam, McCarthy & Zald
1996; Tarrow 1994). One key circumstance is when powerful political elites show
a willingness to consider and perhaps even act on the sorts of issues with which the
movement would be concerned (Schennink 1988). Often political opportunity
theorists say that this form of opportunity exists when potential movement
members have allies in the polity (Kriesi 1989; Tarrow 1994). There are a number
of ways in which such a circumstance may have existed during the years of suffrage
activity.

For instance, some state legislatures debated woman suffrage bills and
resolutions prior to the formation of state suffrage organizations. Sometimes such
bills and resolutions were introduced in the legislature by individual suffragists;
in other cases they were introduced by a particular legislator. Either way, the very
fact that lawmakers were willing formally at least to consider granting women the
vote may have suggested to potential movement recruits that the polity was “open”
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to such a demand and that there were suffrage allies in the legislature. This may
have prompted suffrage organizing.

State governments may also have indicated that they were open to reform by
previously passing a suffrage bill granting women some form of partial suffrage.
Skocpol (1992:58) refers to this as a policy feedback effect. Quite simply, state
legislatures that had already expanded voting rights to women may have suggested
to potential suffragists that the legislature would be receptive to further demands.
A number of states gave women the right to vote in school elections prior to suffrage
organizing (NAWSA 1940). The Montana territorial government, in fact, allowed
women to vote for school officials beginning in 1887 and in 1889 the new state
government allowed women to vote on tax issues, but the Montana Woman’s
Suffrage Association was not formed until 1895 (Anthony & Harper [1902] 1985).
No one lobbied the legislature for voting rights when school suffrage was passed
and only a few individuals attempted to sway the 1889 Constitutional Convention
that conferred tax suffrage (Larson 1973). But as Larson (1973:27) states, the passage
of partial suffrage “whetted the appetite” of individuals in the state and, in time, a
state organization was formed.

Finally, legislatures may also have signaled openness to the idea of woman
suffrage when third parties held a significant number of legislative seats. In later
years, after the state suffrage movements were established and seeking political
support, the Populists, Progressives, Prohibitionists, and Socialists were substantially
more likely to endorse woman suffrage than were the major parties (state-specific
sources [see below]; Berman 1987; Marilley 1996). Third parties typically were
challengers themselves, attempting to wrest political control from either the
Democrats or Republicans. Their presence in the state legislature, therefore, in
addition to signaling a readiness to act on suffrage, also may indicate a period of
political realignment — another circumstance that political opportunity theorists
(Piven & Cloward 1977; Tarrow 1994) say may encourage movements to form.
During such periods of political instability, not only may potential movement
recruits perceive an opportunity to be heard, but government or party officials
themselves may search for greater political support by revising their stance on a
contentious issue. This, too, may spur organizing.

Political opportunity theorists (Cuzan 1990; Koopmans 1996) also suggest that
periods of political conflict may spark movement organization. Third party
successes in a two-party system, in addition to indicating political instability and
realignment, also can imply a period of political conflict as third parties compete
with major parties for votes. Party competition, of course, can also take place
between the two major parties. Perhaps when races were close between Democrats
and Republicans, suffragists were more likely to organize because competitive
politics suggested that those in power would be more receptive to demands for
reformed voting rights because of a need among politicians to build their
constituency base. Periods of party competition, then, may also lead to movement
organization.
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A third type of political opportunity theorized by movement scholars exists when
outsiders to the polity have greater institutional access to participation in the polity
(Brockett 1991; Tarrow 1994). During the years of suffrage activity, states were
similar in many ways in terms of access points for their citizens. All states, even
the territories, had elected legislative bodies debating and determining law. While
women in most cases did not possess full voting rights and thus were formally
excluded from politics, they sometimes lobbied and otherwise informally pressured
state officials. But aside from these similarities in institutional access to lawmaking,
there were important differences in the processes involved in reforming suffrage
laws in the states. For instance, to change suffrage laws in Pennsylvania, a resolution
in the legislature needed favorable votes in two consecutive legislative sessions and
the legislature met only every other year. Then, the reform had to be voted on
positively by the electorate in a referendum. In Delaware, on the other hand, an
easier reform process existed. Voting rights could simply be changed by a single
vote of the legislature and no public referendum was required (state-specific
sources). It may be that where the process of reforming suffrage laws was simplest,
suffragists were more likely to organize, anticipating an easier time in winning the
franchise.

One final political opportunity for suffrage organizing in a state may have
occurred when a neighboring state enacted voting rights for women. Some
individuals in the particular state (in the state without voting rights) may have felt
that if the legislature or the electorate in the neighboring state was willing to broaden
democracy to women, the time had come when their own legislature or electorate
would be willing to do the same, and thus these individuals formed a suffrage
association to agitate for the vote.®

RESOURCE MOBILIZATION

A number of resource mobilization theorists (Freeman 1973; Oberschall 1973;
Tilly 1978) argue that movements are likely to emerge where preexisting networks
and collectivities exist, particularly those whose members hold beliefs and values
that are consonant with those of the incipient movement. Such organizations and
the actors participating in them can offer the necessary resources such as members,
money, leaders, skills, and knowledge to launch collective action.

A number of suffrage historians, particularly those writing about the western
and southern suffrage movements, have linked the rise of the state suffrage
movements to the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), the General
Federation of Women’s Clubs (GFWC), and other religious and civic women’s
groups of the time (Scott 1970, 1987; Stefanco 1993; Stone-Erdman 1986). In such
organizations, women’s political consciousness grew, and more women became
aware not only of current societal problems but of women’s lack of formal political
power to address the problems. Activity in these organizations also provided civic-
minded leaders trained in the art of collective action, whether it be directed toward
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reforming liquor laws or improving public education for children. The move from
working for these sorts of reforms to agitating for woman suffrage was not difficult,
and where such organizations existed, state suffrage associations may have been
more likely to spring up, particularly so in the West and South. This was less likely
to be the case in the East, however, because many (but not all) eastern suffrage
associations formed before these other women’s organizations. For instance, many
eastern state suffrage associations organized in the late 1860s, but the WCTU did
not organize until the 1870s.

It is possible that other groups in the East facilitated suffrage organizing there
in the early years, for instance, abolitionist groups and various moral and religious
reform organizations. Unfortunately, data on the presence of these groups are
unavailable by state. However, McDonald (1987), in a detailed study of the New
York suffrage movement, finds that prior to the 1880s, New York suffragists had
few ties to other groups, in large part because their ideas concerning political
equality for women and men were perceived as too radical. Moreover, Merk’s (1958)
examination of the northeast movement shows that while the AWSA and the NWSA
emerged from an abolitionist organization (the American Equal Rights
Association), the state-level organizations in the Northeast were largely the result of
the efforts of these national suffrage organizations and were not outgrowths of non-
suffrage groups. Thus, it may be that these other organizations did not prompt
suffrage organizing.

The suffrage histories, however, are replete with instances of the national suffrage
organizations helping to form state suffrage organizations, typically with the
assistance of one or a few local suffrage proponents (e.g., Graves 1954; James 1983;
Knott 1989; Larson 1973; Reed 1958). Thus, the national movement itself can also
be considered a preexisting organization that fueled state-level mobilization.
Freeman (1973:806), theorizing generally about key resources, mentions the
importance of organizers in movement emergence. The National and American
Woman Suffrage Associations and, beginning in 1890, NAWSA all sent paid
organizers to the states in attempts to bring about suffrage organizing. In addition,
leaders of the national organizations — such as Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady
Stanton, Anna Howard Shaw, and Carrie Chapman Catt — routinely traveled to
the states giving speeches to promote suffrage activism. In addition, the national
organizations sent money, literature for public distribution, press releases for
newspapers, and other resources to the states to aid organization and the suffrage
cause there. And, as mentioned, beginning with its formation in 1890, NAWSA
began a concentrated effort to mobilize at the state level (Catt & Shuler [1923]
1969; Graham 1996). Frustrated with a U.S. Congress unwilling to grant voting
rights to women, NAWSA began holding its annual conventions every other year
outside Washington, D.C., to promote organizing elsewhere. NAWSA leaders paid
particular attention to the South where they perceived staunch resistance to woman
suffrage. In 1892 NAWSA established a Southern Committee to focus on that region
and in 1895 Susan B. Anthony and Carrie Chapman Catt embarked on a lengthy
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tour of the South, in addition to touring the West (Larson 1972a; Wheeler 1993:115—
16). In all regions, then, resources from the national movement should increase
the likelihood of state-level organizing.

In addition to preexisting organizations that can lead to movement
mobilization, mobilization theorists, especially those who have studied women’s
movements, sometimes consider demographic shifts that can produce a potential
resource for movements, specifically, a population that is willing to join a
movement (Buechler 1990; Chafetz & Dworkin 1986; McCarthy et al. 1988). In
the decades around the turn of the century, women in the U.S. were increasingly
attending colleges and universities with their male counterparts and were moving
into the world of paid employment, including into the professions of law and
medicine. Women were divorcing more, marrying less, and having fewer children.’
This “new woman,” in many cases, provided the ready audience for those espousing
the suffragist agenda (Giele 1995). DuBois (1998:39) states that suffrage could only
become a mass movement when women led more independent lives and when
they were already moving into the public sphere, which allowed them to become
more receptive to the idea of woman suffrage. Where these trends were most
pronounced, then, suffrage mobilization should be greater.

Moreover, specific regions may have provided populations more willing and/
or able to mobilize. More urban as opposed to more rural states may have fostered
mobilization. As a number of scholars (Furer 1969; Johnson 1970; Young 1982)
have noted, urban areas afforded nascent suffrage movements greater resources
with which to organize. Flexner ([1959] 1975:162), speaking of the rural West, says
that “[g]eography made the problems of arranging conventions and establishing a
cohesive organization nearly insuperable.” Urban areas, on the other hand, offered
denser communities of middle- and upper-class women who typically had more
leisure time than their rural (and working-class) counterparts, and their proximity
to one another in cities facilitated discussions and, in many cases, ultimately
suffrage organizing.

IpeoLOGICAL FRAMING

Another circumstance that may have influenced where and when the suffragists
organized state associations concerns the types of pro-suffrage arguments that were
used. Movement researchers (Snow & Benford 1988; Snow et al. 1986; Zuo &
Benford 1995) theorize that the way in which actors frame ideological arguments,
that is, arguments that justify the demands of those seeking change, may influence
the mobilization of movements. Snow et al. (1986:477) state that not all frames
are equally likely to mobilize movements. Yet researchers have not systematically
compared mobilization attempts to determine which frames are more likely to
spur individuals to movement activism. Koopmans and Duyvendak (1995:242)
also raise the question of whether framing efforts have an independent effect on
movement formation or whether the power of such argumentation works in
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conjunction with structural opportunities. That is, they ask whether movements
are more likely to form when, for instance, a political opportunity exists in
combination with effective frames of discourse — when, in their words, activists
can “translate structural conditions, constraints, or opportunities into articulated
discontent and dispositions toward collective action.” It may also be the case that
framing efforts are more effective in bringing about movement organizing when
resources to launch a movement are plentiful, for instance, when co-optable
networks exist. The mobilization of the state-level suffrage movements provides
an opportunity to assess the utility of the different kinds of arguments used by the
suffragists to justify their demand for voting rights and to explore whether the role
of framing works independently of or in combination with other circumstances.

Representatives from the national suffrage organizations, including its top
leaders, journeyed to the states and spoke in public forums about why women
should have the vote. In some states, one or a few local suffragists also traveled the
state attempting to raise interest in woman suffrage. For instance, Abigail Scott
Duniway, a well-known western suffragist, traveled in Idaho, Oregon, and
Washington spreading the word about suffrage (Moynihan 1983). As Kraditor
([1965] 1981) points out, the suffragists used different types of arguments in their
attempts to convince possible participants that they should join the movement.
One argument (or frame) that was widely used was the “justice” argument. This
argument held that women were citizens just as men were and, therefore, deserved
equal suffrage. Suffrage was simply their natural right.

Another type of argument used by the suffragists is what Kraditor calls the
“expediency” argument. With this, suffragists argued that women should have the
vote because women would bring special, “womanly” skills to the voting booth.
Because of their traditional roles as wives, mothers, and housekeepers, women would
know how to solve societal problems, particularly problems involving women,
children, and families. Women could bring their nurturing abilities into the
political realm to help remedy poverty, domestic abuse, child labor, and inadequate
education. Also, in keeping house at the turn of the century, women were
increasingly participating in the public sphere in that they were purchasing more
and more commercial goods and services. Suffragists argued that women ought to
have a say in how these businesses were regulated. One suffragist put it in these
terms: “The woman who keeps house must in a measure also keep the laundry, the
grocery, the market, the dairy, . . . and in asking for the right to vote they are following
their housekeeping in the place where it is now being done, the polls” (quoted in
Turner 1992:135).

Justice and expediency arguments, however, may not have been equal in their
ability to mobilize potential suffragists. Justice arguments — unlike expediency
arguments — directly challenged widely held, traditional beliefs about the
separation of women’s and men’s roles into the private and public spheres. This
separate spheres ideology held that women should be confined to the duties of the
private sphere, such as child rearing and housekeeping; men, on the other hand,
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should be engaged in the public sphere activities of business and politics (Kerber
1997). Justice arguments took the bold step of attempting to convince individuals
to support woman suffrage by positing that women, too, had a right to participate
in the public (in this case, political) sphere. But such an argument may not have
resonated with those subscribing to the separate spheres ideology — and many at
the time believed in it quite firmly.

Expediency arguments, on the other hand, did not present such a direct
challenge to these traditional beliefs. Expediency arguments stressed women’s
unique and feminine abilities, extolling the virtues that women would bring to
politics, because women were different from (and not necessarily equal to) men.
Expediency arguments also pointed out that increasingly the private and public
spheres overlapped, with women turning to the marketplace for many items and
services for the household. Expediency arguments simply did not challenge the
separate spheres ideology with the same directness that the justice arguments did.
For this reason, in a time when many still subscribed to the separate spheres
ideology, expediency arguments may have been more successful in mobilizing
suffrage movements.

Data and Methods

I use discrete-time event history analysis to examine the utility of these various
explanations of suffrage organizational mobilization. Event history analysis allows
one to assess the impact of various measures on the likelihood of a state suffrage
association being organized in a state. Years included in the analysis are from 1866,
just after the Civil War and one year prior to the formation of the first state suffrage
associations, to 1914, the last year in which any associations were organized.
Arkansas, New Mexico, and South Carolina were the last states to form associations
in 1914. (All three, however, had had prior state organizations.)

The dependent variable used in these analyses is an indicator of whether a state
suffrage association existed within a state in a given year. The measure equals 0 for
years in which no association existed and 1 for the year in which an association
was formed.!? Years following the year of organizational formation are excluded
from the analysis because the state is no longer “at risk” of forming a state
association.!!

Information on the organization of the state suffrage associations comes from
an extensive review and content analysis of over 650 secondary and primary
accounts of suffrage activities in the states (see McCammon et al. 2001).!? In some
states, prior to the formation of the state association, a few individuals worked for
woman suffrage. In other states, local organizations were formed. The locals were
concentrated only in particular communities, however, and often had only a few
members. The formation of state associations is the best measure of widespread
organizing in a state.
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As noted, however, in some states state organizations disbanded and reorganized
at a later date. After the disbanding, the state again becomes at risk of forming a
state association and thus is again included in the analysis with the dependent
variable equal to 0 until a new state suffrage association is formed. Allison (1984)
warns, however, that if repeated events occur for a unit (in this case, a state) and if
the repeated events are not independent of one another, the standard errors for the
coefficients may be biased. The formation of multiple state suffrage associations
in a state may not be independent events because the organization of an earlier
association may influence the likelihood of the formation of a later association.
Allison recommends including two measures indicating the past history of the state
(or unit) in the model to control for this interdependency. I include, therefore,
two variables as controls in the models below: (1) the number of prior state suffrage
associations formed and (2) the number of years since the last state association existed.

Six measures indicating political opportunities for suffrage mobilization are
examined in these analyses. The first, an indicator of how receptive state legislatures
are to the demand for voting rights for women, is a dichotomous measure indicating
years in which suffrage bills or resolutions were introduced into the state legislatures
(equal to 1 in years suffrage was introduced and 0 otherwise; state-specific sources).
This measure is lagged one year because the reverse causality is possible: newly
formed state suffrage associations themselves might be responsible for the
introduction of a suffrage bill. The second measure, also an indicator of the
openness of state legislatures to woman suffrage, is a count of the number of types
of partial suffrage passed in a state. This measure is also lagged one year, again
because newly formed state suffrage associations could be instrumental in winning
a form of partial suffrage. Types of partial suffrage included in the measure are tax
and school suffrage, the only forms enacted prior to the formation of suffrage
organizations (state-specific sources).

The third measure, an indicator of periods of political realignment and party
competition, is the percentage of seats in both houses of the state legislature held by
third parties (Burnham n.d.; World Almanac 186876, 1886—1918).1 The fourth
political opportunity indicator, also a measure of party competition, is a
dichotomous variable indicating years in which the Republican party held more than
40 percent but fewer than 60 percent of the seats in both houses of the state legislature
(Burnham n.d.; World Almanac 1868-76, 1886—-1918). The measure equals 1 if
the percentage falls between 40 and 60 and 0 otherwise. This is a measure of the
legislative outcome of a period of electoral competition between the Democratic
and Republican parties in a state.!* The fifth political opportunity variable is a
measure of the ease or difficulty in a state of reforming voting rights. The measures
varies from 1 to 5, where 1 designates the easiest reform process (one legislative
vote and no referendum) and 5 indicates the most difficult type of process (typically
involving the legislature calling a constitutional convention) (state-specific
sources). The final measure of political opportunity is the proportion of neighboring
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states passing suffrage for women, including both full and partial suffrage (NAWSA
1940).

Preexisting organizations that may have fueled suffrage organizing are indicated
with two sets of measures. The first set includes (1) a dichotomous variable indicating
whether the WCTU was organized in a state (coded 1 where such an organization
exists and 0 otherwise; state-specific sources) and (2) a count of the number of other
prominent women’s organizations existing in a state. The organizations included in
this latter measure are: the Consumers’ League (Nathan 1926), the General
Federation of Women’s Clubs (Skocpol 1992), and the National Congress of
Mothers (Mason 1928).

The national suffrage organizations were also preexisting organizations that may
have fostered mobilization in the states, particularly by sending resources to assist
organizing. These resources are measured dichotomously in three ways: (1) whether
the national sent an organizer to the state, (2) whether the national organization sent
other resources to the state, such as speakers, literature, and money, and (3) whether the
national organization held its annual convention in the state. These measures equal
1 if the national sent an organizer or other resources to the state or held its
convention in the state in a particular year and 0 otherwise. I also include an
indicator of the years in which NAWSA existed (equal to 1 for those years, 0
otherwise). The measure is constant across states.

Demographic shifts among women are captured with two measures:
(1) percentage of all women who are college and university students (U.S. Bureau of
the Census 1975; U.S. Department of Commerce 1919, 1920, 1922, 1923; U.S.
Office of Education 1872-1914, 1916, 1917) and (2) the percentage of all women
who are physicians or lawyers (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1872, 1883, 1897, 1902,
1914, 1923, 1975). Data for these measures are only available beginning in 1872
and 1870 respectively. A number of state suffrage organizations were formed before
these years (see Figures 1-3). Including these measures in the analysis left-censors
the data and this can result in biased parameter estimates (Yamaguchi 1991).
Analyses including these measures thus must be viewed with some caution.! The
final demographic measure is the percent of a state’s population living in urban areas
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 1975).16

Two dichotomous measures of the type of argument or frame used to convince
potential suffragists to join the cause are (1) suffragists’ use of a justice argument in
a public forum, such as in a public speech or in a newspaper column and (2) suffragists’
use of an expediency argument in a public forum (state-specific sources). Both of
these variables are coded 1 if the argument was used publicly in a given year and
0 otherwise. Both measures are also lagged one year to avoid confounding the
analysis with justice and expediency arguments made by suffragists in a newly
organized state association.

One final control measure is included in these models. It is possible that
through a diffusion process suffrage mobilization in a neighboring state influenced
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TABLE 1: Event History Analysis of the Impact of Political Opportunities,
Resource Mobilization, and Ideological Framing on the Emergence
of State Suffrage Associations, 1866-1914

1 ) (3 @ (G (0 7
US. EBast West South US. US. US.

Political opportunities

Suffrage bills and resolutions

(lagged) 231 785 =537 252 503 .228  .231
(.37)  (.60) (.70) (1.1) (44)  (37) (37)

Partial suffrage (lagged) 416 1.28 .620 —1.46 296 499 416
(33)  (.82) (.69) (L.3) (.38)  (34)  (33)

Third parties .000 —202 -.018 .046* .002 .000 .000
(or) (17) (02) (03) (.01) (.01) (01)

Party competition 092 227  .042 -5.93 .021  .087  .092
(37)  (61) (.71) (28.5) (48) (37) (.37)

Reform procedure 069 135 313 —.648 —.082 .078  .069
((14)  (33) (29) (45 (199 (14 (14

Neighboring states passing —.823 1.86 —6.28* .082 —.652 —797 -—.827
suffrage (lagged) (62) (1.5) (1.8) (1.8) (.77)  (62) (.63)

Resource mobilization

WCTU —461 —1.12  1.99* —1.80 1.97% —443 —465
(45) (1.0) (L1) (1.3) (1L0) (45)  (46)

Women’s organizations 068 —999 1.56* .191 .040 .053 .067
(22)  (68) (.69) (35 (22) (22) (22)

Suffrage organizer 1.73* 2.03* 2.45% 120 2.75* 1.74% 1.72*
(61) (1.21) (L1) (1.3)  (.80) (61) (.61)

National convention 2.23*  1.970* —* 143 3.72*%  2.22* 2.23*
(.90) (1.13) (164.3)  (1.39) (.90) (.90)

Resources from national 3.07% 3.64* 3.28* 3.08* 2.72* 3.06* 3.07F
(34) (63) (83) (79 (43) (34) (34

NAWSA 1.23* 505 -1.36  3.18* 1.26* 1.26* 1.23*

(47) (1.1) (12) (1.2) (50) (47) (47)
Percent of women in

higher education — — - — =009 — —
(31)
Percent of women in
the professions — — = — 1.28 — —
(2.5)
Urbanization 3.47% 543* 16.1* 5.70 2.29  3.48% 347

(1.10) (2.3) (49) (3.8) (lL6) (L1) (L1)
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TABLE 1: Event History Analysis of the Impact of Political Opportunities,
Resource Mobilization, and Ideological Framing on the Emergence
of State Suffrage Associations, 1866-1914 (Continued)

m» @ 6 @ 6 © O
US. East  West South US. US. US.

Ideological framing

Justice argument (lagged) —-301 —523 .058 —982 —516 —269 —.300
(.56)  (91) (1.0) (13)  (.73) (.56) (.56)

Expediency argument (lagged) 1.86% 2.38* 1.66* 3.23* 1.79* 2.21* 1.82
(63) (13) (1.0) (13) (73) (77) (1.2)

Expediency x Partial
suffrage (lagged) — — — —  — 637 —
(.87)
Expediency x WCTU (lagged) — — — - — — .056
(1.3)

Controls

Organizing in neighboring
states (lagged) —406 —326 342 —.032 —477 —448 —404

(61) (1.2) (23) (58)  (75) (61)  (61)
Number of previous organizations -.354  .458 —2.31* —1.99* —120 —.366 —.351
(33)  (.63) (96) (72) (36) (.34) (.34)
Yearssince previous organization  .115* —042  .062  .213* .116* .113* .115*
(04)  (.10)  (10) (07) (04) (.04) (.04)
Constant —4.54* —5.82* —6.56* —3.50* —6.55* —4.57* —4.54*
(.50) (14) (1.5) (L3) (L1)  (50)  (.50)

N 923 243 242 438 723 923 923
Likelihood-ratio x? 210.2*  81.9* 80.5* 88.4* 171.6* 210.7* 210.2*

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.

2 No conventions were held in the West during these years.
b Data for higher education and the professions are available only beginning in 1872 and 1870
respectively. This left-censors a number of events.

* p <.05 (one-tailed test)

organizing in a particular state. For instance, Illinois organized its state association
in 1869. Iowa organized the following year. Perhaps the activities in Illinois
influenced those in Iowa. To gauge the impact of this diffusion process, I include
a measure of the proportion of neighboring states in which state suffrage associations
have been formed. This measure is lagged one year on the assumption that diffusion
would take some time to have an effect.!”



466 / Social Forces 80:2, December 2001
Results

Table 1 provides the results of an event history analysis of the factors influencing
state-level suffrage organizing. Column 1 contains results for the entire U.S.!® and
columns 2-4 provide separate analyses for the eastern, western, and southern
regions respectively to determine whether the processes leading to movement
mobilization differed by region. Columns 5-7 contain variations on the U.S. model
which I discuss below.

Beginning with the results for the whole U.S. in column 1, one can see a clear
pattern. Political opportunities seem not to influence suffrage movement
mobilization. None of the measures are significant in this model. But looking across
the columns at the regional analyses, one can see that there are two exceptions to
this. In the West (col. 3), the greater the proportion of neighboring states that passed
either full or partial suffrage, the less likely a particular state was to form a state
suffrage association. This, though, is the opposite effect of that predicted by the
theory of political opportunities. The theory predicts that passage of suffrage in a
neighboring state — a political opportunity — should increase the likelihood that
suffragists will mobilize in the particular state. The finding is puzzling, but it may
reflect the fact that while some western states granted rights to women quite early
(e.g., Colorado, Idaho, and Utah), a number of others did not even organize for
suffrage until later, and thus these two dynamics in the end are negatively related.

The other exception to the lack of results for the political opportunity measures
is in the southern model (col. 4). Here, the results show that in the South suffrage
associations were likelier to emerge when third parties held legislative office, and
this is predicted by the political opportunity model. The Populist and, to a somewhat
lesser extent, the Progressive parties were active in the South during the years in
which much suffrage activism occurred there, the Populists in the 1890s and the
Progressives primarily after the turn of the century (Goodwyn 1978; Tindall 1967).
The Populist party, a party supported by small farmers, in fact, was able to secure
numerous legislative seats in southern state governments (Woodward [1951] 1971).
The successes of this third party in the 1890s coincide with heightened suffrage
organizing in the South. Southern Populists, though, unlike their western and mid-
western counterparts, were unlikely to endorse the demands of the suffragists (state-
specific sources; Jeffrey 1975; Marilley 1996). Thus, while the presence of the
Populists in political office in southern states in the 1890s may have fueled suffrage
organizing because it defined a period of political instability and conflict —
particularly as Democrats tried to reassert their dominance in the South — it is
unclear that the Populists were willing allies of the suffrage cause. What appears to
have helped stir suffrage activism was the period of political uncertainty.

This finding for the South, however, should not detract from the larger pattern
in the findings for the political opportunity measures. With one exception, none
of the political opportunity measures indicate that political opportunities fueled
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suffrage organizing. Political circumstances had little and, in many cases, no
influence on suffragists’ decisions to organize.

On the other hand, the results show substantial support for resource
mobilization theory. For instance, one claim made by resource mobilization
theorists is that movements emerge where preexisting organizations pave the way
for movement formation. The results show evidence of this. The findings, though,
reveal that most (although not all) of this catalyst effect stems from the presence
and activities of the national suffrage organizations, rather than from the WCTU
and other women’s organizations. States with WCT'U organizations or with other
women’s organizations (the General Federation of Women’s Clubs, the Consumers’
League, and the National Congress of Mothers) were no more likely to organize
suffrage associations than were states without these organizations (cols. 1, 2, and
4), except in the West (col. 3).

In the West, both the WCTU and other women’s organizations helped ignite
suffrage organizing. Both measures are positive and statistically significant. The
historical record coincides with these findings. In South Dakota, for instance, the
WCTU gathered hundreds of signatures on a pro-suffrage petition in the 1880s,
just before the state association was organized (Reed 1958), and in Kansas in the
early 1880s just prior to the formation of a state association there, the WCTU was
responsible for converting many to the suffrage cause (Stanton, Anthony & Gage
[1886] 1985:703).

But, the WCTU variable is not significant in the southern model. A number of
southern suffrage historians have commented that the suffrage movement in the
South grew out of the WCTU with a shared leadership and membership (Goodrich
1978; Scott 1970). But Turner (1992:146-48; see also Wheeler 1993:11) suggests
that this may not have been the case everywhere in the South. Turner draws upon
evidence from the Texas woman suffrage movement and finds that in some regions
tension rather than collaboration existed between the WCTU and suffrage activists.
The WCTU agenda, particularly in the South, remained far more conservative and
religion-based than the suffragists’ more progressive demands for political equality.
The results from the current analysis appear to support Turner’s claim. The presence
of the WCTU in the southern states had no impact on whether the suffragists
organized there. It may be that in some regions the WCTU did motivate individuals
to get involved in suffrage activism. But in other areas of the South, just the opposite
may have occurred. The WCTU’s conservative influence may have even stymied
suffrage organizing. The net effect in the analysis, then, is no effect of the presence
of the WCTU on suffrage organizing. Perhaps a similar dynamic was at work
producing the lack of effect for the other women’s organizations.

In the East as well, women’s organizations did not help suffrage mobilization
(col. 2). This is probably the case because many of the eastern suffrage associations
organized earlier than did the WCTU, GFWC, and other organizations. A number
of the eastern suffrage organizations were the earliest to form in the U.S., coming
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together in the late 1860s. Most eastern WCT'Us, on the other hand, organized a bit
later in the 1870s. The GFWC made its greatest inroads in the eastern states in the
1890s, and the Consumers’ Leagues and the National Congress of Mothers often
did not organize at the state level until after the turn of the century. While some
suffragists did mobilize later in the eastern states and evidence shows that, at least
in some cases, they benefited from prior organizing among these other women’s
groups (e.g., McBride 1993:102-3), many other suffragists simply organized too
early in the East to have profited from these groups.

What is clear from the results in Table 1 is that the activities and resources of
the national suffrage movement played an important role in state-level suffrage
mobilization. For the U.S. as a whole and in each of the separate regions, national
organization variables are significant. From column 1 we learn that when the
national organizations sent organizers to a state, when they sent resources such as
suffrage speakers, literature, and funding to a state, and when they held their annual
conventions in a state, a state suffrage organization was significantly more likely
to form in the state. Moreover, during the years in which NAWSA was organized,
states were more likely to mobilize for the vote.

Both the presence of organizers and resources increase the likelihood of
mobilization in the East and West (cols. 2 and 3). While the convention measure
is significant in the eastern model, it drops out of the western model because no
national convention was held in a western state prior to the formation of state
suffrage organizations there. In the South, only the resource and NAWSA measures
are significant; national organizers and conventions had no impact on
mobilization in the South. It may be that during the years of suffrage activism,
when the Civil War, in many ways, still influenced southern thinking about
northerners, literature and funding from the (northern) national movement was
effective in fostering organizing in the South. But organizers and conventions (and
maybe even speakers as well) — that is, the presence of northerners in the South
telling southerners what to do — still caused discomfort among southerners. This
may have lessened the impact that these activities of the national could have on
mobilization in the South (Goodrich 1978).

But the general pattern in the results is clear: assistance from the national, at
least in some form in all regions, fostered state suffrage organizing. This makes
the national suffrage movement a key preexisting organization for the state-level
movements. The national movement in most states, however, was not an
“indigenous” organization; that is, it came from outside the state.!® Although some
movement researchers have found that indigenous organizations provide an
important resource for movement emergence, such as the black churches and
colleges in southern states during the civil rights movement (McAdam 1982), the
results here suggest that prior organizations that provide the resources and skills
that fuel mobilization do not have to be indigenous to a particular community or
region. They can come from outside that community. McCarthy (1987), for
instance, suggests that in circumstances of “social infrastructure deficits,” that is,
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where local social networks are unlikely to join the movement spontaneously and
easily, professional movement organizers may be necessary to ignite movement
activism. The national suffrage organizations, typically coming from the outside,
indeed, played this role in the state-level movements. All of this, though, suggests
a need in future research for particular attention to the circumstances in which
different kinds of organizational networks may aid movement formation.

Because the indicators of shifts in women’s demographic circumstances are
available beginning only in the early 1870s (rather than in 1866), measures of the
percentage of women in college and the professions are included in a separate
analysis in column 5. This analysis censors the formation of state associations in
a number of states and thus the results must be viewed with caution (Yamaguchi
1991). But the results reveal that neither variable is significant. State organizations
were not more likely to emerge where there were more women in these less
traditional arenas (i.e., in higher education and in the professions of law and
medicine). This pool of women, these results suggest, did not provide a resource
that particularly helped advance suffrage organizing in the states.

However, in the noncensored models (cols. 1-4), the results show that suffragists
were, for the most part, more likely to organize in the more urban states. The
urbanization measure is significant and positive in the U.S. model (col. 1) and in
the eastern and western models (cols. 2 and 3). The variable narrowly misses being
significant in the southern model (col. 4). Urban areas were more likely to foster
organizing simply because they offered a denser population, often a population
with more middle- and upper-class women with greater leisure time, all of which
made it easier for women to get together and share their ideas (Furer 1969). In
rural areas during this time period, especially in the West, traveling distances to
meet with just one or two neighbors could be quite difficult.

Finally, the results also provide a clear indication that the way in which activists
framed ideas also mattered for suffrage organizing, and, moreover, the results show
that justice and expediency arguments did not have the same effect on suffrage
organizing (cols. 1-4). Where expediency arguments were used as the rationale for
woman suffrage, individuals were more likely to organize state suffrage associations.
But where justice arguments were used, individuals were not more likely to
mobilize. Justice arguments had no significant effect on suffrage mobilization. This
pattern in the results holds true for the U.S. model and for each of the regional
models. The likely reason for this is the challenge that justice arguments presented
to existing beliefs about women’s and men’s roles in society. Such arguments called
for equal voting rights for men and women and questioned the accepted wisdom
of separate spheres for women and men. Justice arguments held that women, just
like men, had a natural right to participate in politics. Expediency arguments, on
the other hand, did not present the same kind of direct challenge to a separate
spheres ideology. Rather, expediency arguments held that women’s unique abilities,
developed through their work in the home and in child rearing, could be an asset
in politics. Women would bring knowledge to the ballot box about how to solve
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social problems that concerned families and children. Rather than a direct challenge
of separate spheres for women and men, such arguments gently blurred the
distinction between public and private spheres. And this is likely why they were
more successful in mobilizing suffragists.

Koopmans and Duyvendak (1995) raise the possibility that for ideological
arguments to work in mobilizing movements, activists must offer such arguments
in circumstances where structural opportunities or organizational resources that
will also foster recruitment exist. I constructed a set of interaction terms by
multiplying the expediency measure by each of the political opportunity measures
and by each of the resource measures and, in separate analyses, examined whether
any of these interaction terms significantly predicted when the suffrage movements
organized. None of the terms, however, were significant. Examples are presented
in columns 6 and 7. In column 6, the interaction term gauges whether the
movement was more likely to organize when activists used an expediency argument
in the period just after the state legislature had passed a form of partial suffrage
(a political opportunity for suffrage mobilization). As with the other interactions,
this measure is not significant. The results in column 7 show that movements were
not more likely to mobilize where expediency arguments were used and where the
WCTU was organized. The findings then tell us that framing efforts can and do
have an independent influence on movement emergence. To be effective in
recruiting suffragists, the expediency argument did not require particular
conditions to be present.

Among the control variables (cols. 1-4), mobilization in one state does not
influence whether the suffragists mobilized in a neighboring state. On the other
hand, the number of previous suffrage organizations and the length of time since
a previous suffrage organization do sometimes influence organizational
mobilization. The significant results for these measures suggest that organizing
“events” within a state are dependent to some degree. Controlling for this
dependency with the inclusion these two measures minimizes the chances of bias
in the standard errors.?’

Discussion and Conclusions

In the years around the turn of the twentieth century, women and men came
together to form state suffrage associations. They hoped through their work in these
organizations to broaden democracy by winning the formal inclusion of women
in the polity. This grassroots organizing occurred in nearly every state in the union.
By 1920 when the federal amendment giving women the vote was ratified, the
movement had lasted well over 50 years, making it one of the longest lasting social
movements in U.S. history. Rarely, though, have researchers investigated the reasons
why individuals mobilized in all parts of the country to work for woman suffrage.
Was it simply because, in a nation that prides itself on being democratic, the cause
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was a just one? Interestingly, the evidence here suggests otherwise. The reasons
individuals across the U.S. came together to fight for woman suffrage appear to be
rooted largely in the very instrumental ways in which the national suffrage
organizations worked to mobilize state-level constituencies. Where and when the
national suffrage organizations sent resources — including skilled organizers,
rousing speakers, and financial help — this grassroots organizing caught on. In
fact, it may well be the activities of the national that explain, at least to some degree,
why the South and the West often lagged behind the East in organizing to win the
vote: the national organizations simply arrived to foment activism in these regions
later than they did in the East. The data show that this is the case when comparing
the East to both the West and South (state-specific sources). It was, for example,
not until the 1890s that the national organizations began a conscious effort to
mobilize southern women.

Moreover, the analyses here show that justice arguments for suffrage — that is,
the argument that women should be allowed to vote because it was their natural
right as citizens to do so — did not bring about movement mobilization. When
these arguments were used, individuals were no more likely to organize than they
were otherwise. Rather, what lured individuals to the cause were expediency
arguments about women’s special place in politics. When organizers and leaders
of the national movement argued that women would bring their unique “womanly”
perspective to the ballot box to help solve the country’s social ills, individuals were
far more likely to be persuaded to join the suffrage bandwagon. The results here
make clear that to launch a movement, activists need to use arguments that will
resonate with widely held beliefs (Snow et al. 1986). Arguments that do not resonate
in this way are simply not as effective in spurring mobilization.

Although social movement researchers have pointed to the importance of
political opportunities in explaining the emergence of movements (McAdam,
McCarthy & Zald 1996), the analyses here show that the political context played at
best only a minor role in suffrage organizing, leaving the emergence of these
movements to be explained by other factors. It may be that researchers need to
rethink how they conceptualize the processes that lead to movement formation.
Perhaps there is no one set of factors that can always explain when movements
arise. For those joining the suffrage cause — most of whom were women in a time
when women were formally excluded from politics — party politics, past legislative
actions, and the degree of difficulty in voting rights reform appear to have had little
influence on decisions about mobilization. Other factors had a more definite
impact. The suffragists, in fact, had a widely stated nonpartisan approach to their
efforts to win the vote (Kraditor [1965] 1981). It may be that their separation from
much of formal politics of the time simply made political opportunities for the
suffragists less relevant than they have been shown to be for other movements
(Amenta & Zylan 1991). McGerr (1990:881) states that women were “cut off from
the parties [and] cut off from the ballot.” Other scholars have also noted women’s
isolation from party politics, especially during the nineteenth century (e.g., Clemens
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1993; Freeman 2000). Perhaps social movement researchers need to consider that
the effects of particular circumstances on movement emergence, such as political
opportunities, may be contingent on historical circumstances (Quadagno & Knapp
1992). That is, in some situations political opportunities may be crucial in
determining when movements arise. In other circumstances, where there is
“distance” between the activists and the state and politics (Davis 1999), for instance,
political opportunities may be far less important. The same may be true for
organizational resources. This leaves researchers with the task of discerning in which
sorts of contexts the different factors will be instrumental.

Researchers should also consider that there are a variety of indicators of
movement mobilization. The emergence of movement organizations, which is
examined here, is only one measure of collective action. Other forms of
mobilization include protest events (Soule et al. 1999; Minkoff 1997) and even
volunteering and contributing financially to a cause (McCarthy & Wolfson 1996).
The research literature is at a juncture now where we need to explore whether the
same dynamics that produce organizational mobilization also foster protest activity
and other forms of collective action.

What clearly mattered, however, for grassroots suffrage organizing were two
things: the way in which early activists framed rationales for voting rights for women
and the resources offered particularly by the national suffrage organizations. And
this pattern varied little across regions. In fact, the similarities in the circumstances
leading to movement formation were quite striking across the eastern, western,
and southern regions. Moreover, these analyses reveal some of the specific features
of the way in which these two dynamics work. First, framing efforts have an impact
on mobilization independent of that of contextual opportunities. The success of
the use of expediency arguments in recruiting members to the cause did not
depend, for instance, on the existence of a political opportunity or the presence of
pre-existing networks. Second, indigenous organizations, such as a state WCTU,
did not provide the spark that launched suffrage organizing. Rather, for the most
part, outsiders to the state, from the national suffrage organizations, provided the
initiatives that induced organizing. The organizational networks and resources that
can lead to movement formation then, these results suggest, do not have to be home-
grown, they can come from outside the region.

But perhaps even most importantly, the strong role of the national suffrage
organizations and that of ideological framing shows that agency matters in the
formation of movements. Just as McCarthy and Wolfson (1996) have found, I find,
too, that the resources and arguments that actors use to motivate others to join in
a collective effort to bring about social change can have a decided impact. The efforts
and arguments of Susan B. Anthony and other suffrage leaders, organizers, and
supporters as they traveled across the country along with the other resources that
the national used to stir up suffrage sentiment were largely responsible for the
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grassroots organizational mobilization of the movement. These women did not
need to wait for opportunities to emerge. They made the movement happen.

Notes

1. Wyoming was the first state to grant women full voting rights, although it was a
territory when it did so in 1869. No state suffrage organization was ever formed in the
state, but a handful of individuals were active in seeking woman suffrage there (Larson
1965).

2. There are, however, a number of case studies of collective action framing in this literature
(e.g., Jasper 1999; Zuo & Benford 1995).

3. A number of studies explore the development of suffrage activism in particular states
(e.g., Clifford 1979; Larson 1972b; McBride 1993; Tucker 1951). These studies primarily
give coverage of the main events of the state-specific suffrage campaigns; few, however,
provide focused accounts of movement emergence per se. Some exceptions to this,
however, are for the southern states, where historians have attempted to explain why
the South generally lagged behind the East and West in mobilizing for the vote (Green
1997; Scott 1970; Turner 1992).

4. The information in these figures comes from a variety of state-specific sources on the
suffrage movements which I discuss below. The East includes: Connecticut, Delaware,
linois, Indiana, Iowa, Maine, Massachusetts, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, New
Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont, West
Virginia, and Wisconsin. The West includes: Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho,
Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, North Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon,
South Dakota, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming. The South includes: Alabama, Arkansas,
Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia.

5. A zero value on these plots does not mean that no associations existed, only that no
new organizations were formed in a particular year.

6. Prior to 1915, eleven states passed full voting rights for women (Arizona, California,
Colorado, Idaho, Kansas, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming)
and there was little or no suffrage activity after this in these states until the campaigns
to ratify the federal amendment (state-specific sources).

7. There could also be differences in the processes leading to organizing in the earlier
years compared with organizing in the later years. This, too, is explored below.

8. When a neighboring state passed suffrage, some individuals in adjacent states may
have experienced an intensification of their frustration in not having voting rights and
thus a sense of relative deprivation as they compared their circumstance to that of their
neighbors (Geschwender 1964). While such grievance theories have not fared well
empirically (Amenta & Zylan 1991; Khawaja 1994) and thus they are not considered
further here, it is possible that the mechanism underlying the workings of a political
opportunity of this nature is that the opportunity increases grievances and frustrations
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in a segment of the population. I thank a Social Forces reviewer for pointing out this
possibility.

9. Sources for these trends include: Giele 1995; Matthews 1992; U.S. Bureau of the Census
1872,1883, 1897, 1902, 1914, 1923; U.S. Department of Commerce 1919, 1920, 1922, 1923;
U.S. Office of Education 1872-1914, 1916, 1917.

10. In the analysis, this binary dependent variable is transformed into the hazard rate of
organizational formation (McCammon 1998).

11. Wyoming, which did not form a state association, is excluded from the analysis after
the passage of full voting rights for women in that state in 1869.

12. Additional measures used in the analysis come from this data collection effort. Such
sources are labeled “state-specific sources.”

13. This measure has missing data for the early years for some states, but the missing
data do not censor any events.

14. Voting data for all legislative races in states for this time period, a more direct measure
of electoral competition, are unavailable. I also examined a similar measure for the
percentage of seats held by Democrats but the results were no different than those for
the Republican measure (analyses not shown).

15. Also, data on female professionals are available only in census years. The values for
intervening years are linearly interpolated.

16. The U.S. Census defines urbanization as the percentage of the population living in
cities with more than 2,500 residents. The Census figures for urbanization are available
only in decennial years. Intervening years were linearly interpolated.

17. Results from analyses including a spatial effect term suggested by Deane, Beck, and
Tolnay (1998) did not differ in any meaningful way from those in which the more
straightforward neighboring states term was included.

18. Alaska and Hawaii are not included in these analyses due to a lack of data.

19. The national organizations originated in the East, primarily in Massachusetts and
New York (DuBois 1978).

20. Correlations among all independent variables in the analyses show that
multicollinearity is not present. In addition to the interaction terms discussed above,
other interactions (e.g., between the political opportunity and resource measures) were
examined and found not to be significant predictors of suffrage organizing. The impact
of a number of additional factors was examined, including: the presence of suffrage
opposition organizations (or “antis”), the role of the liquor industry (which also opposed
woman suffrage), and the percentage of women in paid employment. None of these
measures were significant (analyses also not shown). Finally, I also compared results
from an analysis of suffrage organizing in only the earliest years (1866~79) and all later
years (1880-1914). The results of these two analyses are substantively the same, suggesting
that little over time variation exists in the processes shaping suffrage organizing.
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