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2020 is the centennial of the 19th Amendment, which guaranteed women the right
to vote (this right is called suffrage). In Women and the Vote, the Johnson County
Museum explores the history of women and elections, voting, and elected positions
in Johnson County, Kansas, and the nation. This digital exhibit is part of a concerted
effort across the Kansas City metro region to highlight this important landmark
anniversary. For more information visit www.19at100.org or search the hashtags
#19at100KS and #19at100MO on social media platforms.

TIMELINE OF VOTING RIGHTS
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1986

Magnuson Act, granted
Chinese immigrants a
path to citizenship and
the right to vote

Uniformed and
Overseas Citizen
Absentee Voting Act,
guaranteed absentee
ballots to military and
overseas citizens

1789

1870

1924

1971

U.S. Constitution,
originally
property-owning or
tax-paying white men

15th Amendment to the
Constitution, banned
voter restriction based
on “race, color, or
previous condition of
servitude;” intended for
black men only

Indian Citizenship Act,
granted U.S.
citizenship and voting
rights to Native
Americans

26th Amendment to
the Constitution, all
citizens ages 18-21
guaranteed the right
to vote
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1790

1965

2016

Naturalization Act,
permitted white male
immigrants to become
naturalized and vote

Voting Rights Act,
guaranteed all
minority populations
right to vote

Shelby County v Holder,
U.S. Supreme Court decision
that empowered states to
remove Voting Rights Act
protections on minority
populations, leading to
voting restrictions in at
least 14 states ahead of the
2016 elections

1920
19th Amendment to
the Constitution,
banned voter
restriction “on account
of sex;” mainly white
women

1975

Amendment to Voting
Rights Act, all language
minorities guaranteed
bilingual ballots

WOMEN’S RIGHTS IN THE KANSAS TERRITORY

After Kansas became a territory in 1854, some considerations
were given to women’s suffrage in the Wyandotte
Constitution, which later became the State Constitution.
Clarina Nichols petitioned the constitutional convention in
Wyandotte (Kansas City, Kansas) in 1859 to include equal
voting rights for women. She was shouted down as too
“radical,” and voting rights were guaranteed only for “every
white male person, of twenty-one years and upward.” When
the state constitution was finalized, women were permitted to
own property and to vote in school elections, but not in state
or federal political elections. The earliest women elected in
Johnson County were elected to school board positions.

Journalist, abolitionist, and
resident of the free town of
Quindaro in Wyandotte
County, Clarina Nichols was a
strong advocate for women’s
suffrage in the 1850s and
1860s. Courtesy Kansas
Historical Society.

THE WOMAN SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT IN KANSAS
In 1848, the Seneca Falls Convention in New York brought the
topic of women’s rights to the national stage. Although an 1867
amendment to give voting rights to black men and white women
in Kansas suffered a heavy defeat, the state remained an epicenter
of the national suffrage movement. Perhaps due to their role in
the long struggle for state prohibition, women in Kansas had a
history of political activity. Powerful speakers and well-known
suffragists (referred to as “suffragettes” in the past) were often
included in the Chautauqua Assembly, a traveling speaker’s circuit.
The Kansas Equal Suffrage Association became an influential force
in Kansas politics, and women began to hold elected office besides
school boards after 1887. In that year, an all-woman city council
was elected in Syracuse, Kansas, and Susanna Madora Salter of
Argonia, Kansas, became the first elected woman mayor in the
nation. Ultimately, Kansas women won suffrage in 1912, when
voters approved the Equal Suffrage Amendment to the state
constitution. Kansas was the eighth state in the union to grant
women full suffrage and did so eight years before the national
women’s suffrage movement would claim a victory.

George Hodges, born in
Olathe, was a state
senator and later
governor of Kansas.
Hodges was a supporter
of women’s suffrage, and
often gave speeches on
the subject, including on
the Chautauqua
Assembly circuit.

Broadside encouraging
women to register and vote in
school elections in Topeka,
Kansas, in 1902. Courtesy
Kansas Historical Society.

Suffragists in Lawrence, Kansas, in 1910 or 1912.
Courtesy Kansas Historical Society.

THE NATIONAL SUFFRAGE MOVEMENT
Leaders of the suffrage movement, such as
Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
Lucretia Mott and others, formed several
national organizations in the 1860s. In 1890, the
two largest groups joined to become the
National American Woman Suffrage Association
(NAWSA). Together with the largest women’s
organization of the era, the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union (WCTU, a supporter of
prohibition), and dozens of other smaller
groups ranging from conservative to militantly
radical, women put pressure on politicians and
voters. It was NAWSA, with two million
members under the leadership of Carrie
Chapman Catt, that finally convinced Congress
and President Woodrow Wilson to create a
constitutional amendment granting women the
right to vote in 1919.

Carrie Chapman Catt
led the National
American Woman
Suffrage Association
(NAWSA), taking over
from past-president
Susan B. Anthony.

Known as a conductor on
the Underground Railroad
and an abolitionist, Harriet
Tubman was also a
suffragist. Tubman died in
1913, but other black
women, such as Ida B.
Wells, marched in
Washington, D.C. with
white suffragists, although
at the back of the parade.
All images courtesy Library
of Congress.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
seated, and Susan B.
Anthony, are among the
most well-known
suffragists, but there
were thousands of
women involved at the
local, state, and
national levels.

Suffragists had to fight against men who opposed woman
suffrage and also had to overcome women who opposed
their right to vote. The National Anti-Suffrage
Association or the National Association Opposed to
Woman Suffrage was founded by Josephine Jewel Dodge
in New York City, in 1911.

THE 19TH AMENDMENT
“The right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or abridged by the United States or by any State on account of sex.”

Kansas was the fourth state to ratify the 19th
Amendment, and Missouri the eleventh, both within
the first month. The ratification process took more
than a year to achieve the thirty-six states necessary
to support changing the Constitution. The last of
these was Tennessee on August 18, 1920. The 19th
Amendment was formally adopted by Congress on
August 26, 2020.
It is important to note that, while the language in
the 19th Amendment granted the right to vote to all
American women, in practice this meant primarily
white women. Poll taxes and literacy tests, among
other discriminatory acts in states across the nation,
stopped both black men and women from voting.
Courtesy Library of Congress.

A WOMEN’S LEAGUE FOR A NEW ERA
With the ratification of the 19th Amendment, the
work of the National American Women’s Suffrage
Association (NAWSA) was complete. At the
organization’s final meeting in 1919, president Carrie
Chapman Catt urged women to remain on the
battlefield and “finish the fight” for the changes in
“custom, laws and education.” A new organization
was proposed, the League of Women Voters (LWV),
to tackle these continuing challenges.
As a non-partisan organization dedicated to
promoting voting, attention to electoral issues, and
public policy, LWV chapters formed across the
nation. Kansas had active chapters in Topeka,
Wichita, and Lawrence.

Jane Brooks, of Wichita, Kansas, a past president
of the Kansas Equal Suffrage Association and
first chairwoman of the League of Women
Voters. Courtesy Kansas Historical Society.

This League of Women Voters poster dates to 1920 and
encouraged women to vote. Courtesy Library of Virginia.

THE LEAGUE OF WOMEN VOTERS OF JOHNSON COUNTY
In 1947, a LWV chapter formed in Kansas City, Kansas, which drew women
from rural and newly suburbanized Johnson County to its meetings.
Margaret Holditch, of Mission, Kansas, attended meetings there, but
wanted to discuss issues more relevant to her own community. With
twenty-five other women, Holditch organized the first Johnson County LWV
meeting in 1951. Acting as a provisional league, they named themselves the
League of Women Voters of Shawnee Mission, as the Shawnee Mission High
School was the only visible unifying organization in northeast Johnson
County at the time. The Shawnee Mission League was unique in that it
represented thirteen second- and third-class cities and two townships
rather than a single urban area. It was granted chapter status in 1952.
The Shawnee Mission League was very active in its first decade, tackling
issues like the need for libraries, parks, and promoting education, including
the need for a community college. In 1972, the chapter name was changed
to the League of Women Voters of Johnson County, and two years later,
men were permitted to join. Today, the chapter is diverse in membership,
and releases investigative position statements on issues effecting Johnson
Countians, such as the 2019 report on affordable housing. The Johnson
County Museum acts as the repository for the League of Women Voters of
Johnson County’s archive.

In 1984, LWV chapters from Johnson County and across the Kansas City metro area
joined together to host the presidential debates. President Ronald Reagan faced off
against former VP Walter Mondale.

THE VOTING RIGHTS ACT (1965)

“This act flows from a clear and simple wrong. Its only purpose is to right that wrong. Millions of
Americans are denied the right to vote because of their color. This law will ensure them the right to vote.
The wrong is one that no American in his heart can justify. The right is one that no American true to our
principles can deny.” -President Lyndon B. Johnson, on the Voting Rights Act in 1965

Despite black men winning the right to vote with
the 15th Amendment in 1870 and the 19th
Amendment guaranteeing the right to vote to black
women, neither truly experienced the freedom to
vote. Following the Civil War, the American South
and other areas including the Midwest developed
Jim Crow Laws, unofficial actions to segregate and
intimidate African Americans. Tactics such as
enforcing poll taxes (paying to vote) and literacy
tests stopped black men and women from voting.
In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson and Congress
approved the Voting Rights Act, which enforced the
existing right of black men and women to vote and
ended all barriers to voting. The right to vote of
other minorities, such as Native Americans, Asian
Americans, and Latinos, was also guaranteed. There
have been several amendments to the Voting Rights
Act, including one in 1975 which guaranteed
bilingual ballots for language minorities.

President Lyndon B. Johnson signs the Voting Rights Act at the U.S. Capitol Building in 1965,
as Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and other Civil Rights leaders look on. Courtesy National
Archives and Records Administration (NARA).

KANSAS TRAIL BLAZING WOMEN
In every state, there was a first woman elected to each level of government. For Kansas, some of these elections occurred within the
first year of the 19th Amendment; others have taken a long time to occur. These Kansas trailblazers helped to make women’s access
to elected office a reality, and they paved the way for future generations of women to get involved and make a difference.

First women in Kansas politics:

Mayor, 1887, Susanna Madora Salter of Argonia, Kansas (first woman mayor in the U.S.)
Kansas House, 1919, Minnie Tamar Johnson Grinstead
Kansas Senate, 1929, Patricia Solander
Kansas Governor, 1990, Joan Finney
Kansas House, 2004, Delia Garcia, first Latina woman
Kansas Senate, 2008, Oletha Faust-Goudeau, first African American woman
Kansas House, 2011, Ponca-We Victors, first Native American woman
U.S. House, Kansas, 1932, Kathryn O’Loughlin McCarthy
U.S. Senate, Kansas, 1978, Nancy Landon Kessebaum

Johnson County notables:

Margaret Jordan, Johnson County Attorney, 1977
Johnna Lingle, Johnson County Board of County Commissioner, 1981
Jan Meyers, Overland Park, multi-term to U.S. Congress, 1984-1996, chairwoman
of the House Small Business Committee
Sharice Davids, first Native American woman and first openly gay woman in
Congress from Kansas, 2019

Congresswoman Sharice Davids,
courtesy Kristie Boyd, U.S. House
Office of Photography

Jan Meyers accepting Shawnee Mission Sertoma Award.

JOHNSON COUNTY’S ELECTED WOMEN
In Johnson County, women have taken an active role in elected positions, even if largely outnumbered by their male counterparts.
The county’s population is roughly even, with 50.9% of residents being women. Of the 108 County Commission elections, women
have won just 9.3% (10 of 108) of those races. Interestingly, 33% (6 of 18) of Board of County Commissioner chair-holders have been
women. Across the county today, there are 75 women in elected positions, and women have held all elected positions within
Johnson County, including city council, mayor, county attorney, and county commissioner.
JOHNSON COUNTY COMMISSIONERS

Johnna Lingle, 1981,
first woman
elected as County
Commissioner, and
first woman
elected Chair
(1982)

Janet D. Leick,
1983

Joan Bengston,
1986

Sue E. Weltner,
1989

Annabeth Surbaugh,
1993

Elaine
Beckers-Braun,
1994

Susie Wolf,
2001

Delores Furtado,
2003

Janeé Hanzlick,
2019

Becky Fast,
2019

THE EQUAL RIGHTS AMENDMENT
Some suffragists feared the 19th Amendment would not be
enough to secure rights for women. Alice Paul, leader of
the National Woman’s Party, first proposed an equal rights
amendment to the Constitution in 1921. Over the next fifty
years, women kept the idea alive, but were unsuccessful in
passing any measures. The Equal Rights Amendment (ERA)
of 1972 sought to guarantee the equal legal rights of all
Americans regardless of their sex. It was ratified in Kansas
in 1972, but fell three states short of the thirty-eight state
ratifications necessary by the 1979 deadline. Since then,
other states have symbolically ratified the ERA. In January
2020, Virginia became the 38th and final state needed to
be become a constitutional amendment. In February 2020,
the U.S. House voted to move the amendment forward
and disregard the original deadline. When, if, or how the
ERA might succeed and become the 28th Constitutional
Amendment hangs in the near future.

Like the suffragists in the early 1900s, ERA proponents
had to combat conservative women opposed to the
measure. Believing the ERA would take away certain
“womanly privileges”, Phyllis Schlafly formed the STOP
ERA movement, which stood for “Stop Taking Our
Privileges ERA.” Shown here wearing her iconic stop
sign-shaped button, Schlafly worked tirelessly to
undermine the ERA. Has her work succeeded?
Courtesy of the Library of Congress.

Alice Paul of the National Woman’s Party first
proposed an equal rights amendment in 1921. Here
she is seen toasting (with grape juice) the passage
of the 19th Amendment on August 26, 1920.
Courtesy Library of Congress.

WOMEN AND THE VOTE IN THE FUTURE
What is the future of women and their vote? In recent
elections, women have won races in historic numbers. 117
women were elected to Congress in 2018, dubbed “the year
of the woman.” Yet, women of color lack representation
nationally and in Johnson County. New and increasing
barriers to voting, including voter ID laws, polling center
closures, and voter roll purges, are an issue across the
country, especially for voters of color. The League of
Women Voters remains dedicated to educating all men and
women about electoral issues and their right to vote.
Remembering the stories of struggle, success, and
unfinished work at the 19th Amendment centennial
anniversary can inspire and encourage future generations of
women to be active in democracy and society.

The number of women in
leadership roles outside of elected
positions is rising, such as Johnson
County’s Penny Postoak-Ferguson,
the first Native American woman
to hold the County Manager
position. Courtesy Johnson County
Manager’s Office.

