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New educational opportunities drew more women into 
the Progressive movement. In the late 1800s, women began 
attending women’s colleges, such as Smith College in 
Massachusetts and Vassar College in New York, in record 
numbers. In 1870 only about 20 percent of college students 
were women. By 1910 that number had doubled. The goal 
of female students was “to develop as fully as may be the 
powers of womanhood,” said Sophia Smith, founder of 
Smith College. 

Many women graduates entered fields such as social 
work and teaching. They found it much harder to enter 
professions such as law and medicine, which were 
dominated by men. Denied access to such professions, 
women often put their education to use by becoming active 
in reform. Women’s clubs campaigned for causes such as 
temperance, women’s suffrage, child welfare, and political 
reform. 
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In the mid-1800s many of these reformers blamed 
social problems such as family violence and criminal 
behavior on a number of factors, including urbanization and 
immigration. They also blamed problems on alcohol 
consumption. As a result, many groups took up the cause of 
temperance, or avoidance of alcohol. 

In 1874, reformers from many different backgrounds 
formed the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union 
(WCTU), which fought for adoption of local and state laws 
restricting the sale of alcohol. Under the leadership of 
Frances Willard, the organization started 10,000 branches. 
More than 1,000 saloons were forced to shut down as a 
result of temperance supporters’ efforts.  

One especially radical temperance fighter chose 

more aggressive methods to fight for her cause. In the 
1890s Carry Nation became famous for storming into 
saloons with a hatchet and smashing liquor bottles. Nation 
described destroying a Kansas saloon with bricks and 
rocks:  
“I threw as hard, and as fast as I could, smashing mirrors 
and bottles and glasses and it was astonishing how quickly 
this was done.” 

—Carry Nation, quoted in Witnessing America:  
The Library of Congress Book of Firsthand  
Accounts of Life in America, 1600–1900  
In 1919 many years of temperance efforts led to the 

passage of the Eighteenth Amendment, banning the 
production, sale, and transportation of alcoholic beverages 
throughout the United States.  
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Women reformers also fought for suffrage, or the right to 
vote. Many people at this time opposed giving women the vote. 
Political bosses, for instance, worried about the anti-corruption 
efforts of women. Some business leaders worried that women 
voters would support minimum wage and child labor laws. Other 
people believed that women should only be homemakers and 
mothers and not politically active citizens. 

     In spite of such opposition, the women’s suffrage 
movement began to gain national support in the 1890s. Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony founded the National 
American Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) in 1890 to 
promote the cause of women’s suffrage. That same year, women 
won the right to vote in Wyoming. Colorado, Idaho, and Utah 
followed.  

Carrie Chapman Catt became president of the  

NAWSA in 1900. Catt mobilized more than 1 million volunteers 
for the movement. She argued that women should have a voice in 
creating laws that affected them. “We women demand an equal 
voice,” she said. “We shall accept nothing less.” 

     Some women believed that NAWSA did not go far 
enough. In 1913 Alice Paul founded what would become the 
National Woman’s Party (NWP). The NWP used parades, public 
demonstrations, picketing, hunger strikes, and other means to 
draw attention to the suffrage cause. Paul even organized 
picketing in front of the White House. Paul and other NWP 
leaders were jailed for their actions.  

     Suffragists finally succeeded in gaining the vote. In 1919 
the U.S. Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment, granting 
American women the right to vote.The Nineteenth Amendment 
was ratified by the states the following year, making it law. 
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White reformers often overlooked issues such as racial 
discrimination and segregation. African American reformers took 
the lead in addressing these problems. 

Focus on New York City     One of the most important 
African American leaders was Booker T. Washington. Born into 
slavery, he became a respected educator while in his twenties. 
Washington’s strategy was not to fight discrimination directly. 
Instead, he encouraged African Americans to improve their 
educational and economic well-being. This, he believed, would 
eventually lead to the end of discrimination.  

     Other African Americans spoke out more directly against 
discrimination. Journalist  Ida B. Wells wrote articles about the 
unequal education available to African American children. In her 
Memphis newspaper Free Speech, Wells also drew attention to 
the lynching of African Americans. During lynchings people 
were murdered by mobs instead of receiving a trial after being 
accused of a crime, or even for breaking social codes. More than 
3,000 African Americans were lynched between 1885 and 1915. 

     Although death threats forced Wells to move to the North, 
she continued campaigning against lynching. In 1900 she wrote: 

“Our country’s national crime is lynching ? In fact, for all 
kinds of offenses—and, for no offenses—from murders to 
misdemeanors, men and women are put to death without judge or 
jury.”  

—Ida B. Wells, from her article “Lynch Law in America” 

Like Wells, W. E. B. Du Bois took a direct approach to fighting 
racial injustice. Born in Massachusetts, Du Bois was a college 
graduate who earned a doctorate from Harvard University. As 
part of his research, he studied and publicized cases of racial 
prejudice. Du Bois believed that African Americans should 
protest unjust treatment and demand equal rights. 
     In 1909 Du Bois and other reformers founded the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
an organization that called for economic and educational equality 
for African Americans. The NAACP attacked discrimination by 
using the courts. In 1915 it won the important case of Guinn v. 
United States, which made grandfather clauses illegal. These laws 
were used in the South to keep African Americans from voting. 
Grandfather clauses imposed strict qualifications on voters unless 
their grandfathers had been allowed to vote. Many white voters 
met this requirement and were therefore automatically permitted 
to vote in elections. However, most African Americans’ 
grandfathers had been enslaved and could not vote. 

     Another important organization, the National Urban 
League, was formed in 1911 by Dr. George Edmund Haynes. 
This organization aided many African Americans moving from 
the South by helping them find jobs and housing in northern 
cities. The League addressed many of the same problems faced 
by other Progressives, such as health, sanitation, and education. 
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