California Women Winning the Vote

A Brief History

California became the 6™ equal suffrage state in October 1911. Before California was
won, suffragists waged 10 campaigns in 14 years and only won one state, Washington, in
1910. The California victory was seen as a major breakthrough for the movement.

The timing of the California victory, coming right after Washington, and the size and
influence of the state inspired suffragists around the country and significantly increased
national attention to the issue. The victory allowed California’s 600,000 women to vote,
doubling the number of women voters nationwide. California suffragists used innovative
methods of bringing public attention to their cause, including repetitive attention-getting
advertisements as diverse as printed grocery bags, postcards, and electrical signs. They
also built on ideas from Europe and the East Coast, such as rallies, street speaking,
automobile tours and large-scale press and publicity work. These tactics brought the issue
more firmly into popular culture.

T'he 1911 drive actually began right after the 1896 California campaign when the
amendment lost 137,000 to 110,000. But even then, 44% of male voters in the state
supported equal suffrage, although it was defeated nearly 3-1 in San Francisco. During
the early 1900s members of the California Equal Suffrage Association tried
unsuccessfully to push the issue of suffrage through the legislature, and in 1908 worked
to have a woman suffrage plank included in the Republican Party platform. In 1910 a
progressive Republican ticket was elected on a reform platform, and in early February
1911 the woman suffrage bill was finally passed by the state legislature. It was placed on
the ballot as a Special Election in October along with 22 other proposed Constitutional

amendments.

The California campaign was educational, hopeful, and good-natured rather than critical.
The belief of the suffragists was that most California voters were not opposed to suffrage,
but had not seriously thought about it. They equated woman suffrage with morality and
denial of the vote with immoral behavior, a tactic that proved essential in swaying the
rural vote. The Political Equality League, founded by John Hyde Braly, helped to push
the amendment through by recruiting men to speak on its behalf and work to push the bill
through the legislature. The California suffrage movement also used women and trade
representatives as speakers, helping to gain support of male workers, especially those in

unions.



T'he use of automobiles was innovative and essential in transporting speakers and
materials around the state. Speakers used the automobiles as their stage, using the interest
that the novelty of the machines generated to gather a crowd. Notable female leaders
included Elizabeth Lowe Watson, Clara Shortridge Foltz, Mary McHenry Keith, and
Lillian Harris Coffin. Many suffragists from other states traveled to California to aid in
the campaign, including Jeannette Rankin, Margaret Haley, Gail Laughlin, Helen Hoy
Greeley, Helen Todd, and Catharine Waugh. There were also several notable male
supporters, such as Mark Twain, Luther Burbank, Henry George, George Sterling, Jack

London, Joaquin Miller, Frank Norris, David Starr Jordan and Congressman William
Kent.

On Election Day, the suffragists stationed watchers at the polls to keep tally of the votes,
and hired Pinkerton guards to watch the vote vaults in San Francisco and Oakland to
prevent tampering. Returns posted for San Francisco showed the measure to be soundly
defeated, and suffragists believed the outcome already determined until votes from rural
counties turned the tide. The measure passed by 3,587 votes, an average of a one-vote

majority per precinct.

Shortly after the successful election, a delegation of California suffragists journeyed to
the annual convention of the National American Woman Suffrage Association and shared
their tactics and strategies with activists from around the country, leading to many more
state suffrage successes in the following years. Organizers who were active in California
brought the new ideas and methods back to their home states, and then to others. After
the California victory in 1911, there were six state drives in 1912, and seven in 1914.

A fter thirteen contests in three years, suffragists won the vote for women 1n five new

states.

The victory of California women gave the national sutfrage movement the momentum to
build from that point forward until the passage of the 9™ amendment to the Constitution
in 1920. In the words of suffragist Selina Solomons, “It 1s to these “few who always do
the work,’ that the women of California are today indebted for their political
freedom.[...] It was by the genius of eternal patience, the wise leadership, the political
sagacity and statecraft, the self-sacrifice of many years, that the battle was won.” Not
only the women of California, but the women of the United States should remember and
commemorate the passage of woman suffrage in California on October 10, 1911, as the

victory that turned the tide in the struggle for the vote.
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