
On this, the centennial of the Nineteenth Amendment, there will
be widespread and yearlong celebrations of suffragists through
exhibits, publications, performances, and memorials. An important
component of this year’s commemorations will be the recovery of
forgotten suffragists from African American, immigrant, and
working-class backgrounds. Less inspiring candidates for
rediscovery are the many women and men who opposed votes for
women. After all, history is written by the victors, and the anti-
suffragists were on the losing side. At their best, their attitudes and
arguments seem quaintly old-fashioned and amusing, at their
worst, they are deeply misogynist and embarrassing to modern
sensibilities. Nonetheless, the anti-suffrage movement played a
significant role in the fight for the vote, often setting the terms of
the debate and pushing suffragists to adopt new strategies.

In New Jersey the anti-suffragists were a loose, heterogeneous,
and rather odd coalition of conservative women, religious leaders,
corrupt political bosses, and entrenched business interests.
Opponents of women’s suffrage were most visible—and
successful—in the 1910s, scoring their greatest victory with their
defeat of New Jersey’s suffrage referendum in 1915. The run-up to
the October 1915 election saw the most vigorous campaigns by
anti-suffragists in New Jersey as well as the greatest outpouring of
anti-suffrage literature.
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Separate Spheres
While an organized suffrage movement began in New

Jersey during the 1860s, its opponents felt no need to
organize themselves until the 20th century. For most of the 19th

century, women’s suffrage was a radical movement
outside mainstream politics and culture. Most
clergymen condemned equal rights for women as a
godless philosophy, and few politicians were willing
to take women’s suffrage seriously.

In 19th-century America attitudes about
women and the proper relationship between the
sexes were governed by the popular “doctrine” of
separate spheres. According to this belief, men and
women had distinct, God-given roles. Men
inhabited the public sphere of work, commerce, and
politics, while women upheld virtue in the home in
their roles as wives and mothers. The proponents of
separate spheres, which included most religious
leaders, politicians, and writers of the era, argued
that women’s domestic duties should not be
viewed as restrictive or confining, but as exalted.
Women’s purity and innocence were best protected
by shielding them from the competition of the
marketplace and the hurly-burly of politics.

In the 1850s and 1860s, when some
progressive New Jerseyans began petitioning the
State Assembly for women’s suffrage, politicians
were deeply shocked and responded with religious
injunctions in defense of separate spheres. An
1854 petition was rejected on the grounds that
women were happiest when “enshrined in the
privacy of domestic life and domestic duty” and
that virtuous women should submit to male

authority “in a meek and quiet spirit.” Another petition for
women’s suffrage in 1857 was rejected on Biblical grounds,
the Assembly reminding women that since the time of Adam
and Eve, “thy desire shall be to thy husband, and he shall rule
over thee.” In 1868 Lucy Stone, Antoinette Blackwell, and
several Newarkers, drew up a petition for legal and political
equality between the sexes. Assemblymen again invoked
Biblical teaching and separate spheres. A woman’s duty was
obedience to man, “not to teach or usurp authority over
man.” Furthermore, a woman’s “true sphere is home,” not
“mingling in the angry strife of politics and dragging her
shining skirts in its polluting mire.” Before the 20th century,
women’s suffrage was too radical an issue to be given much
consideration by New Jersey’s legislators. They could reject
it with impunity and, for good measure, lecture women on
their divinely sanctioned role.1
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An Organized Opposition
Organized opposition to women’s suffrage only began

around 1910. This was an indication of the growing strength
and influence of the suffrage movement. Anti-suffragists were

getting worried. They could no longer dismiss
suffragists as an aberration or a joke. They had to
get organized themselves.

In November 1911, a group of socially
prominent women from New England and New York
organized the National Association Opposed to
Woman Suffrage (NAOWS). The Association was
headquartered in New York City and led by
Josephine Jewell Dodge, a wealthy widow. The
NAOWS hoped to stimulate and coordinate anti-
suffrage campaigns around the country by
providing assistance from experienced organizers
and speakers and by publishing and distributing
anti-suffrage literature.2

In April 1912, anti-suffrage women in New
Jersey founded the New Jersey Association
Opposed to Woman Suffrage (NJAOWS) as a state
affiliate of the national group. The NJAOWS was
based in Trenton and led by wealthy white women
such as Margaret Bassett from Summit, Georgiana
Breese from Plainfield, Frances Cleveland Preston
from Princeton, and Jennie Tuttle Hobart from
Paterson. Preston was the widow of President
Grover Cleveland. Hobart was the widow of Vice
President Garrett Hobart, who had served under
McKinley. Jennie Hobart’s father had been a
Republican Party power broker in Passaic County,
and she was well-connected politically. By 1913, the

NJAOWS had 5,000 members. By 1915, it had 11,000
members with branches in 34 towns around the state. These
anti-suffrage women were drawn primarily from white,
middle-class communities. Most of them were also native-
born Protestants.3

Anti-suffrage women in New Jersey, like other social
conservatives, continued to endorse the traditional view that
God had ordained separate spheres for the sexes. Woman’s
place was in the home as a wife and mother, and this should
be viewed as a nobler position than man’s. Politics was a
sordid business that would knock women off their pedestals
and contaminate the home. The antis argued that women’s
privilege and power came from their domestic role, and
women could exert greater influence by steering clear of
partisan politics. NJAOWS president Georgiana Breese
insisted that most of the state’s women did not want the vote,
though in an age before polling, this is impossible to gage.
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NJAOWS vice president Jennie Hobart declared that imposing
suffrage on women was a “great injustice” and “a great
menace to our state.”4

An organized female opposition to suffrage was
embarrassing to New Jersey suffragists, who preferred to
cast their opponents as reactionary men. Suffrage women
tried to discredit the antis as the tools of the liquor industry
and corrupt politicians or as privileged beings who were out of
touch with the needs of ordinary women. In 1913, the National
Women’s Trade Union League condemned anti-suffragists as
“a group of women of leisure, who, by accident of birth, have
led sheltered lives and know nothing of the dangers and
hardships confronting the working women.”5

The New Jersey Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage
was sensitive to charges of elitism leveled against them, and
they countered that the majority of their members were wage-
earning women who worked as teachers, nurses, factory
operatives, and professionals. Membership rolls no longer
exist to corroborate this claim, and there is little evidence that
working women attended events sponsored by the NJAOWS.
As Delight Dodyk has argued, “the women who were most
visible in the organization were all well-to-do, and many were
from old families whose heritage they celebrated.” In New
Jersey, there was considerable overlap in the membership of
the Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage and
conservative, heritage organizations like the Colonial Dames
of New Jersey and the Daughters of the American Revolution
which lauded the achievements of the state’s founding
families.6

Not surprisingly, anti-suffrage rhetoric in New Jersey often
reflected the class and ethnic prejudices of the movement’s
elite, Anglo-Saxon members. NJAOWS propaganda frequently
stoked fears that women’s suffrage would empower
immigrant communities by doubling the foreign vote. (At the
time, 26 % of New Jersey’s population was foreign born.) Anti-
suffragists, like Minnie Bronson, denounced immigrant
women as ignorant, “absolutely untrained” in civic affairs, and
easily manipulated by corrupt politicians. Mrs. Orville Oliphant,
general secretary of the NJAOWS, argued that immigrant
women supported dangerous, un-American political
ideologies like Socialism and that women’s suffrage would
place “the red flag above the red, white, and blue.” As historian
Susan Marshall argues, the opponents of women’s suffrage
often used anti-immigrant arguments to bolster their vision
“of an earlier, simpler, and more homogenous America.”7

Anti-suffrage women in New Jersey also differentiated
themselves from the suffragists by the tactics they employed.
While Lillian Feickert, president of the New Jersey Woman
Suffrage Association, reinvigorated the movement by
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promoting street meetings, parades, and door-to-door
canvassing, the NJAOWS prohibited outdoor meetings in its
by-laws. The antis eschewed public demonstrations and
marches as “unladylike,” preferring more staid “luncheons,

teas, and balls in luxurious downtown hotels.” On
March 29, 1915 the New Jersey anti-suffragists held
a fund-raising dance contest at the Trenton Armory.
Prizes included candy, perfume, and jeweled hair
pins, and guests were served ice cream, lemonade,
and “anti-suffrage peppermint sticks.” Several anti-
suffrage parties were held at the Jersey Shore in the
summer of 1915, culminating in a ball on September
17th at “Shorelands,” the summer home of Mrs.
Henry Seligman at Elberon. The house was
decorated in the anti-suffrage colors of black, white,
and pink. Guests were given party favors of pink
geraniums in black and white striped flower pots.8

Avoiding public spectacles, New Jersey’s well-
connected anti-suffragists instead privately lobbied
politicians, many of whom were their relatives or
family friends. The NJAOWS also asked its members
to write to their Congressmen to oppose a federal
suffrage amendment. Any suggestion that the antis
were engaging in politics was met by them with
indignant denials. For example, when the press
reported in January 1915 that members of the
NJAOWS had been “button-holing” politicians in
Trenton over a suffrage bill, the Association’s Press
Committee demanded a retraction, insisting that its
members never engaged in such overt political
behavior.9

Anti-suffrage women preferred to delegate men
as the public face of their campaigns, while managing
activities behind the scenes themselves. In New Jersey, the
antis worked closely with the Men’s Anti-Suffrage League
(MASL), founded in 1914 to combat the state suffrage
referendum scheduled for October 1915. The MASL drew
heavily from Princeton faculty. The group’s president was
Colonel William M. Libbey, a geography professor at Princeton,
an officer in the New Jersey National Guard, and president of
the National Rifle Association. Other prominent members
included the Reverend Hamilton Schuyler of Trinity Episcopal
Church in Trenton, and Joseph Plume of Newark, a wealthy
banker and general in the New Jersey State Militia. The
leadership of the MASL, like that of the NJAOWS, mainly
consisted of white, Protestant elites. According to Delight
Dodyk, “male antis did the door-to-door canvassing, and the
women spoke only at indoor meetings for groups that invited
them.”10
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Religious Opinion
Religious opposition to women’s suffrage had diminished

considerably by the 20th century. Politicians no longer quoted
the Bible to suffragists and ministers were much less hostile.
Indeed, many clergymen now endorsed votes for women,
especially pastors from Protestant denominations. Among the
members of the Ministers’ Equal Franchise League of New
Jersey, were Joseph Twomey of the First Baptist Peddie
Memorial Church in Newark and Henry J. Condit of St. Paul’s
Congregational Church in Nutley. On the other hand, some
conservative religious figures in New Jersey still opposed
women’s suffrage, such as James McFaul, Roman Catholic
Bishop of Trenton and Rabbi Solomon Foster of Temple B’nai
Jeshurun in Newark.11

Most religious denominations avoided taking an official
position on women’s suffrage as too controversial. The
Episcopal Bishop of Newark, Edwin Stevens Lines, instructed
his clergy to avoid discussion of the topic as potentially
divisive of their congregations. The Roman Catholic Church
likewise refrained from either endorsing or condemning votes
for women, leaving “the matter to the good judgment of her
children as to what they think best.” Nonetheless, in 1909
Pope Pius X expressed his opposition to women’s suffrage
during a meeting with women at the Vatican. A number of
Catholic bishops in the United States were also outspoken in
their hostility.12

In 1915, the Men’s Anti-Suffrage League of New Jersey
flooded the state with a circular entitled “Catholics Fight
Woman Suffrage,” which quoted several Catholic prelates
hostile to suffrage and implied that the Catholic Church was
officially opposed to the measure. The pamphlet quoted a
letter from Bishop McFaul of Trenton to Anne McIlvaine of the
New Jersey Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage, in
which he “approved the measures you have selected for
opposing the so-called suffragettes.” The bishop also
endorsed separate spheres for men and women:

Most people will admit the desirability of women
making a special feature of home training and
the building up of character in the rising
generation. After all, her pure, sweet influence in
the home circle will be an influential factor in the
work which her husband and son are naturally
called to do because they are men and possess
all those qualifications that belong to the
stronger sex.13

Similar anti-suffrage sentiments were also quoted from a
letter written by John Cardinal Gibbons of Baltimore to James
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Nugent, the Democratic Party Boss of New Jersey. The
pamphlet generated a backlash at a time in which many
Americans still feared that Catholics took their marching orders

from the pope. The Newark Sunday Call
condemned Nugent and the Men’s Anti-Suffrage
League for injecting religion into a political debate.
The paper further doubted whether “celibate”
Catholic clergy understood women’s suffrage “as
well as the ordinary business man.”14

Bishop McFaul and Cardinal Gibbons were
embarrassed by the political uses to which their
private correspondence had been subjected.
Both men emphasized that their views on
suffrage were personal and in no way
represented the position of the Catholic Church.
Gibbons insisted that “he did not know Mr.
Nugent” and had not authorized him to publish
the letter. McFaul pointed out that he had been
quoted out of context, as the anti-suffrage
pamphlet had failed to include a passage in
which he stated clearly that “the church has not
taken sides one way or another.” In any case, it is
doubtful whether attempts by anti-suffragists to
secure the Catholic vote were successful. In
New Jersey’s 1915 suffrage referendum, wards
with immigrant (largely Catholic) populations did
not vote much differently than wards with
native-born (largely Protestant) populations.15

The most outspoken opponent of women’s
suffrage among New Jersey’s religious leaders
was probably Rabbi Solomon Foster of B’nai
Jeshurun, Newark’s largest Jewish
congregation. American Judaism was not a

unified or homogenous entity. Some branches were more
conservative than others. Some rabbis in New Jersey, like
Julius Silberfeld of B’nai Abraham in Newark, supported
women’s suffrage, while others, like Foster, did not.

Solomon Foster testified against women’s suffrage before
the New Jersey Assembly on January 28, 1914. During the
1915 referendum campaign he was a frequent anti-suffrage
speaker, arguing that politics would distract women from their
primary responsibility as wives and mothers. At the request of
the Men’s Anti-Suffrage League, Rabbi Foster penned an
article that endorsed separate spheres in the strongest terms.
“The task of women,” Foster argued, “is not less important,
honorable or essential than the task of man, but it lies in a
different sphere. Man needs woman’s inspiration and
influence, but not her direct participation in the affairs of the
government.” Women needed to do a better job as
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homemakers before they took on political reform. Indeed,
Foster actually blamed women for a number of social ills,
caused by their inadequate housekeeping skills:

The home does not meet the competition of the
saloon and the dance hall largely because
women have failed to make it more attractive
than the saloon or the dance hall. The juvenile
delinquents crowd our courts because mothers
and sisters somewhere have failed in their
duties as teachers and friends of youth. The
intemperance and immorality flourish to a great
degree because the food in the average home is
not properly prepared and men are
undernourished and crave stimulation.16

Suffragists, he asserted, were mistaken in their belief that
the vote would enable women to address social problems like
alcoholism and crime, since those problems could not be
solved politically, but only through improved domesticity.

Enemies of Reform
While conservative women and clergymen acted as

spokespersons for the anti-suffrage cause, much of the
money and manpower necessary for mobilizing the masses
and getting out the vote came from New Jersey’s business
corporations and well-oiled political machines. Entrenched
politicians feared that women voters would support reform
movements to clean-up government and end lucrative
patronage politics. Business interests feared they would
support greater corporate regulation, restricting child labor,
mandating better working conditions, and, above all, limiting
the manufacture and sale of alcoholic beverages.

Breweries and saloons constituted a significant part of the
New Jersey economy, and employed many people. The liquor
trade opposed women’s suffrage because it feared it would
lead to prohibition. This was not a baseless fear, as many
suffragists were also active in the temperance movement. As
historians Eileen McDonagh and Douglas Price explain: “The
presumed alliance between the woman suffrage movement
and the prohibition movement cost the suffrage movement
dearly, as the suffrage cause automatically inherited the
enemies of prohibition.” In New Jersey this especially included
the breweries and their German-American employees and
customers. The State Liquor Dealers’ Association and the
German-American Alliance (which was heavily funded by the
breweries) openly opposed women’s suffrage. Enormous
sums of money were spent by the liquor industry to defeat the
1915 suffrage referendum. Towns were placarded with the
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slogan “a vote for woman suffrage is a vote for prohibition.”17

In 1915, the suffragists experienced a major setback when
the New Jersey Federation of Labor rescinded its
longstanding endorsement of women’s suffrage at its annual

convention. The Men’s Anti-Suffrage League
lobbied heavily, and successfully, among those
trade unions most associated with the liquor trade.
The Bartenders,’ Waiters,’ Brewers,’ and
Bottlewashers’ Unions pressured the Federation to
ignore women’s suffrage at the convention, so that
New Jersey suffragists now lacked an
endorsement by organized labor on the eve of the
referendum.18

Anti-suffrage women (many of whom
supported temperance) and the liquor lobby made
strange bedfellows, and New Jersey suffragists
hoped to embarrass the New Jersey Association
Opposed to Woman Suffrage by pointing out that
they were allied with the breweries and saloons. In
the summer of 1915, temperance advocates in
Asbury Park refused to allow the NJAOWS to use
the town’s beach auditorium on the grounds that
the liquor interests supported the anti-suffrage
movement. Lillian Feickert, president of the New
Jersey Woman Suffrage Association, also
sarcastically asked whether “the anti-suffrage
campaign is supported solely by the savings of
home-loving women of New Jersey?”19

Anti-suffrage women indignantly denied that
they took money from the liquor industry.
Georgiana Breese, president of the NJAOWS,
demanded that her opponents either produce
evidence linking her group to the liquor lobby, or
apologize for the libel. Breese was no doubt
truthful in her assertion that the antis did not
accept money from the liquor interests, but
nonetheless the support worked indirectly. The
liquor industry in New Jersey funneled money to

sympathetic politicians, like James Nugent, who then
purchased massive quantities of NJAOWS literature and paid
to distribute it around the state. The suffragists in New Jersey
were never so well-supported.20

Suffragists were further hampered by the fact that both
political parties in New Jersey were rather cold to them. Some
politicians, notably James R. Nugent of Newark, were
implacable enemies of women’s suffrage. Described by
historian Sylvia Strauss as “the political boss incarnate,”
Nugent was longtime chairman of the New Jersey Democratic
State Committee. With a power base in Newark and Essex
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County, Boss Nugent ran a corrupt political patronage
machine that controlled access to jobs and lucrative
construction contracts. Like other urban political bosses of
the day, Nugent expected kick-backs from his clients and

traded votes for money. He was closely allied with
New Jersey’s liquor interests, working with them to
stave off prohibition and women’s suffrage. Nugent
loathed suffragists as do-gooders and reformers
intent on closing down the saloons and cleaning-up
municipal government—in other words, putting him
out of business.21

At the time of the New Jersey referendum,
Nugent paid a staff of lobbyists, speakers, and
journalists to campaign against giving women the
vote. He hired Edward J. Handley, a journalist from
Newark, to plant anti-suffrage stories in local
papers. He also maintained a small army of clerks
to address and mail anti-suffrage literature to
registered voters in rural districts who were
believed to be sympathetic to women’s suffrage
and resided far from his urban power base. Another
Nugent ally, John A. Matthews of Newark, was
employed by the NJAOWS as an anti-suffrage
speaker. A well-known orator and former
Democratic Assemblyman, Matthews energetically
lobbied his former colleagues in the State House
against the suffrage amendment.22

Nationally, the Republican Party tended to be
more supportive of women’s suffrage than the
Democrats, but Garden State Republicans were
less than enthusiastic. Although the Republican-

controlled Assembly had authorized a referendum for October
1915 on whether the state constitution should be amended to
allow women’s suffrage, few Republican politicians
campaigned for the measure. In fact, David Baird of Camden,
an important Republican power broker in South Jersey,
worked against the suffrage amendment almost as diligently
as Nugent did in North Jersey. Like Nugent, Baird was also
beholden to political and business interests that imagined
women voters initiating a new era of reform and regulation.23

New Jersey’s political bosses helped get out the vote
against women’s suffrage, but they mostly operated behind
the scenes and kept quiet during the 1915 campaign. After all,
Nugent and his cronies could hardly proclaim that they
opposed women’s suffrage to keep the booze and bribes
flowing. In the few times when he spoke on the issue, Nugent
mouthed platitudes about separate spheres. He stood for “the
purity of the home and the protection of womanhood.”
Although he respected women as “the greatest moral force in
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the Commonwealth,” their influence should be exercised “in
the home and not in politics.”24

The 1915 Referendum and Anti-Suffrage Arguments
Between 1890 and 1911, six western states granted

women the right to vote. To suffragists this represented an
unstoppable wave that would push voting rights eastward.

They little considered that most of these
western states were rural and sparsely
populated, had strong populist movements,
and lacked the entrenched business
interests and political machines of the more
urban, industrial states of the Midwest and
Northeast. As suffragists pushed for state
ballots in the eastern half of the country, they
were in for a rude awakening. Between 1912
and 1916, twenty-one women's suffrage
referenda were put to a vote, but only six
passed. The anti-suffragists scored their
greatest victory in 1915, when they defeated
suffrage ballot measures in New Jersey, New
York, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts.25

The antis pulled out all the stops in New
Jersey, as the election here was scheduled
for October 19, 1915, two weeks before the

three other eastern states were scheduled to vote. A defeat in
New Jersey might reverberate elsewhere. In the run up to
October 19th, both the suffragists and the antis sponsored
public meetings and rallies, and they flooded the state with
partisan literature. The most common anti-suffrage
arguments were that suffrage would undermine the family,
that it would masculinize women, and that women were
fundamentally unsuited for politics. The antis also argued that
the dozen states where women already had the vote were no
better off than New Jersey.26

Other opponents insisted that it would bring discord into
families by pitting husbands and wives against each other. An
editorial in the Newark Eagle, one of the state’s most anti-
suffrage papers, argued that suffrage “would individualize the
husband and wife and tend to destroy the oneness of feeling
and sentiment in the marital relation that is essential to the
welfare and happiness of the home and the proper training of
children.” Similar sentiments were expressed by Josephine
Dodge, president of the National Association Opposed to
Woman Suffrage. In a pamphlet published to oppose New
Jersey’s suffrage referendum, Dodge maintained that the
family was a partnership in which husband and wife had
complementary roles. Votes for women would break-up the
family by usurping one of the husband’s roles. According to
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Dodge: “If the man efficiently represents the woman in politics,
she has no more right to request a place as his rival at the
polls than he has to demand a place as her rival in the
preparation of the family food.”27

Anti-suffrage propaganda often
represented suffragists as neglecting
their families as they gallivanted about to
protests and parades. A cartoon from the
Newark Sunday Call, entitled “Where is
Our Wandering Mama Tonight?” depicted
two lonely children sitting at the dining
room table while their mother harangued
crowds at suffrage rallies. Anti-suffrage
speaker John A. Matthews also raised the
specter of maternal neglect at a mass
meeting held on the eve of the suffrage
referendum. If women take a serious
interest in politics, Matthews wondered:
“How much time will they have left for
family and home?”28

A broadside issued by the New Jersey
Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage,
“Woman Suffrage and Its Allies,”
attempted to associate suffrage with
radical, “anti-family” sentiments. Just as
suffragists hoped to discredit the antis by
pointing out their “alliance” with the liquor
industry, the antis hoped to taint women’s
suffrage by associating it with feminism
and socialism. The broadside noted that
several well-known feminists and
socialists, like Charlotte Perkins Gilman
and Max Eastman, supported women’s
suffrage, and then wondered “Why is
every socialist and every feminist an

ardent woman suffragist?” And “why has no suffrage
organization ever repudiated Socialism and Feminism,” with
their “immoral propagandas” against marriage and the
family?29

The prospect of women’s suffrage created gender anxiety
for some men, who felt their authority and virility challenged
by suffragists. Women too would become “unsexed,” losing
their femininity as they engaged in masculine behavior, like
voting. In an anti-suffrage tract published by the National
Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage, John Dos Passos, a
conservative lawyer and father of the famous novelist, insisted
that “the gains which the suffragists have made are already
beginning to produce evil results. Women are fast becoming
masculinized in their dress, habits and speech.” The political
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boss James Nugent dismissed the supporters of women’s
suffrage as “a procession of long-haired men and short-
haired women streaming across the Hudson River into New
Jersey.” Nugent was confident that these gender deviants

from New York City would be rejected by “the sober-
minded citizenship of New Jersey.”30

Many people feared that political equality between the
sexes would upend the world as they knew it. Cartoons
and other popular representations imagined that
women’s suffrage would lead to role reversal, where
women wore the pants and lorded it over men. On the
morning of New Jersey’s suffrage vote, October 19, 1915,
the anti-suffrage Newark Eagle published a humorous
poem, “When Ma Votes,” that envisioned a world turned
upside down:

When Ma votes, she’ll
Make “Mere Man”
Just understand
She’s in command,
When Ma Votes.

When Ma votes, she’ll
Wear the pants,
She awaits the chance,
How she’ll prance,
When Ma Votes.

When Ma votes, she’ll
Have curfew tell
Married men’s knell;
Life’ll be hell,
When Ma votes.31

For some conservatives, women’s suffrage was a zero-
sum game. Women could not gain a political right, unless men
lost something fundamental in return.

Other opponents of suffrage in New Jersey emphasized
that women were intellectually and emotionally unsuited for
political participation. In a letter-to-the-editor of the Newark
Sunday Call, William Hackett argued that the typical woman
“sees things from funny standpoints and reasons along
various lines to fantastic conclusions.” Women were too
illogical and sentimental to deal with social problems in an
efficient and clear-headed manner. An editorial in the same
paper argued that many women voters would be uneducated
and unsophisticated, making them easy prey for political
demagogues. The paper characterized such women rather
clinically as “a large, inert mass, subject to emotional action
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upon special appeal, but not disciplined to systematic action
along a central line of thought.”32

The suffragist promise to reform political corruption was
countered by the antis, who thought it far more likely that
women would be dragged down into the mire. Mrs. Dodge of
the National Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage warned
that “it is easier to soil and spoil the woman’s spotless cloak
of reputation and character than it is to use it as a mop for the
mud of politics and attempt to save it from the stain.” Or, as
the Newark Evening News expressed it more pithily in “A
Suffrage Garden of Verses”:

Ladies, you should hesitate
When you wish to run the state,

Check your zeal and count to thirty,
For the polls are very dirty.33

The antis argued that participating in the cut-throat world
of politics would deprive women of their gentleness,
compassion, and restraint—qualities vital for women to retain
as guardians of the home.

Women had no more right to vote than to join the Army,
and for some opponents of women’s suffrage, the two acts
were inter-dependent. The antis proclaimed that “behind the
ballot lies the bullet,” meaning that since women could not
defend America in the military, they were not entitled to the full
rights of citizenship. A broadside issued by the New Jersey
Association Opposed to Woman Suffrage, “Man’s Government
by Man,” argued that “the power of the ballot rests entirely
upon the power to enforce the law.” The protection of life,
liberty, and property, “depend upon the exercise of physical
force when necessary, and by man alone can it be exercised.”34

Another frequent anti-suffrage argument made during the
1915 campaign in New Jersey was that women’s suffrage had
not improved society in those western states that had already
granted women the vote. A leaflet issued by the NJAOWS
demanded suffragists to demonstrate whether suffrage
states had done anything special “to support law, order and
decency.” The implication was that states like Wyoming and
Utah were no better governed than New Jersey and that
women’s suffrage would merely double the number of voters
without “purifying politics.” At other times the antis
characterized suffrage states in the west as wild, lawless
places, noting that Colorado permitted gambling and Nevada
had easy divorce.35

The anti-suffragists in New Jersey had powerful political
and corporate allies, but we should not discount the appeal of
their arguments in defeating the 1915 referendum. Anti-
suffrage rhetoric mobilized diverse constituencies opposed to
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reform and social change, including urban, working-class men
who saw suffragists as busy-bodies intent on spoiling their fun
and people from small towns who viewed suffrage as yet
another modern innovation disturbing their peaceful way of life.

The Tide Turns
Enemies of women’s suffrage in New Jersey savored their

defeat of the 1915 suffrage referendum as a triumph of
common sense over extremism, but their victory proved very
short lived. Five years later New Jersey ratified the Nineteenth
Amendment by a comfortable margin, and women’s suffrage
no longer seemed very radical at all. What had happened to
account for this sea change?

World War I certainly played a key role in turning the tide in
favor of women’s suffrage. American women were widely
praised for their war work in 1917–1918. The anti-suffrage
argument that women could not vote because they did not
bear arms was undermined by the imperatives of total war.
Women’s contributions on the home front, making munitions,
growing food, and selling war bonds, were seen as just as vital
to American victory as men’s combat. Woodrow Wilson
endorsed the suffragists’ argument that votes for women
were a necessary war measure. In 1918 the president pushed
for a constitutional amendment giving women voting rights,
and both political parties added women’s suffrage to their
official platforms. The anti-suffragists now seemed petty and
unpatriotic. In New Jersey, Lillian Feickert, president of the
NJWSA, rebuked the women of the NJAOWS for refusing to
support the president during wartime.36

Wartime rationing of grain supplies provided a patriotic
cover for prohibition, which was passed by Congress in 1918
and quickly ratified by the states. With prohibition already
enacted (by men) and the liquor lobby broken, a key source of
opposition to women’s suffrage in New Jersey no longer
existed.

James Nugent remained an implacable foe of women’s
suffrage to the bitter end, but this proved his undoing. Other
Democratic politicians in New Jersey now saw suffrage as
inevitable and hoped to cultivate future women voters. In
1920, Frank Hague, a rising political boss in Jersey City,
challenged Nugent’s leadership of the party over the issue of
women’s suffrage. When Hague secured the necessary votes
in the New Jersey Assembly to ratify the Nineteenth
Amendment, Nugent’s political career was over, to the utter
delight of New Jersey’s suffragists.37

The leading opponents of women’s suffrage in New Jersey
were a motley crew, including among their ranks a rabbi
(Solomon Foster), the widow of a United States vice president
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(Jennie Hobart), and a corrupt political boss (James Nugent).
Under normal circumstances they were unlikely to have
crossed paths, and their motivations for opposing women’s
suffrage were quite different. They did, however, share a
conservative vision of society and gender roles, and, for a time,
were able to maintain an effective political coalition. Anti-
suffragists’ defense of the sanctity of the home against the
supposedly corrosive effects of modern culture had a wide
appeal. Although the antis were on the wrong side of history,
their saga dramatizes just how threatening “votes for women”
seemed a century ago.
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