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Looking Back, Looking Forward

The Limitations of Past Perspectives

Margaret Smith Crocco

History, like writing, is a process of constant revision. Each new generation rewrites
the story of the past based on new evidence, shifting perspectives, and new ques-
tions that arise based on these and other factors. As Julie Des Jardins has shown, the
historical enterprise itself changes over time, with gender and race contributing to
new understandings as they are centrally implicated in what she calls “the politics
of memory.”! In short, new scholars bring new questions.

Looking back from todays wvan-
tage point at the 1995 issue of Social
Education, “Breaking the Chains/
which marked the 75th Anniversary of
the Nineteenth Amendment,? the limita-
tions of the historiographic record about
the women’s suffrage movement at that
time are now clear. Although attention
was given in the issue to the tensions
between African American and white
women involved in the movement, and to
the key leadership of African American
women such as Ida B. Wells and Mary
Church Terrell, insufficient coverage
was given to other complexifying factors.
Over the last 25 years, the accumula-
tion of new research, fresh perspectives,
and challenging questions have altered
understandings of the story, especially
the persistent and oppressive racism that
has shaped so much of the nation’s his-
tory, the women’s suffrage struggle, and,
indeed, our present circumstances as a
nation today.®

Despite some attention to these
issues, “Breaking the Chains” also failed
to address other aspects of citizenship,
specifically the relationship between
voting and racial/ethnic identity. These
issues are essential to a more honest
reckoning with the unfinished business
of the Nineteenth Amendment that
chiefly affected white women and some
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women of color living outside the Jim
Crow South. Among the overlooked
topics that are important to a fuller
understanding of these matters would
be consideration of citizenship and vot-
ing by groups of men and women post-
1920, such as Asian Americans,* Native
Americans,’ Latinx,® felons,” and others.
These groups, like women, have from
time to time and in certain states either
been disenfranchised or had their citi-
zenship questioned in the ongoing effort
to advance the United States as a “white
man’s republic”® As historian Allan J.
Lichtman puts it:

... for most of U.S. history, the
American political leadership
has considered suffrage not a
natural right but a privilege
bestowed by government on a
political community restricted
by considerations of wealth, sex,
race, residence, literacy, criminal
conviction, and citizenship. The
notion of privileged access to
the vote survives into our own
time, albeit in subtler forms than
before.’

This 2020 issue of Social Education,
marking the centennial anniversary of
the Nineteenth Amendment, seeks to
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broaden understanding of the suffrage
story in several ways: by consider-
ing the strategies and tactics used by
the suffragists to foment their agita-
tion—strategies and tactics that have
become popular vehicles of political
protest (Woyshner); by acknowledg-
ing the ways in which further work
was needed to secure voting and other
rights for all women (Brown, Batt and
Brown; McClure); by acknowledg-
ing the need for women in positions
of political leadership and for stories
about their accomplishments (Sdunzik
and Johnson; Libresco [in the MayJune
2020 Social Education]), Winslow; and
by placing the U.S. women’s suffrage
story within the context of the larger
struggle for women’s rights worldwide
(Engebretson). This September 2020
issue will not return in a systematic
fashion to the histories of women’s suf-
frage as told by the articles in “Breaking
the Chains.” Instead, the focus here is
on extending the story of the women’s
rights struggle of the 19th and early
20th centuries into the 20th and 21st
centuries as ongoing movements for
achieving women’s equality in politics
and society more generally.

Placing the centennial of ratification
of the Nineteenth Amendment within
this broader landscape enables con-
nections to what historian Eric Foner
has called the nation’s “second found-
ing”'"—the constitutional changes in
balance of power between the federal
government and the states as a result
of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and
Fifteenth Amendments passed during



the Reconstruction era. Despite the
monumental nature of these amend-
ments and their potential for political
and societal change, Foner notes that
“by the early twentieth century, with
the acquiescence of the Supreme Court,
the Fifteenth Amendment had been
essentially nullified throughout the
South.”" Sadly, in 2013, we again saw
the complicity of the Supreme Court in
reversing these advances with its Shelby
Countyv. Holder 5-4 decision, limiting
the purview of these amendments and
the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The
Supreme Court has also countenanced
various strategies adopted by the states
that are aimed at voter suppression by
affirming the constitutionality of laws
related to gerrymandering and voter
[Ds.B

Thus, the Nineteenth Amendment is
best understood as part of the cumulative
legacy of civil rights efforts to expand the
franchise. Although we mark the centen-
nial of the women’s suffrage amendment
here, we do so while acknowledging the
many flaws and limitations related to
racism and classism associated with the
women’s rights movement. We present
these articles in the spirit of recogniz-
ing the ongoing work necessary to move
women and persons of color towards
equality as civic actors. In light of actions
by state governments to restrict who gets
to vote as well as how and when people
can vote (e.g., in-person versus mail-in
balloting; voting hours and poll loca-
tions, etc.), it’s clear that race and racism
remain greatly implicated in the exercise
of the franchise—as with all civil rights.
An equally important lesson of our his-
tory over the last 100 years is, as Foner
says, “Rights can be gained, and rights
can be taken away.”"*

Moreover, since 1920, feminists have
argued about whether the Nineteenth
Amendment, with its emphasis on access
to the ballot box, is sufficient to bring
about equality for women. It is important
to remember that, even in 1920, suffrag-
ist Alice Paul considered the amendment
inadequate to this task. She and others
of this mindset first proposed an Equal
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The cover of the September 1995 issue of
Social Education, which marked the 75th
Anniversary of women'’s suffrage.

Rights Amendment (ERA) in 1923.
Although their effort failed, Paul re-
introduced the ERA in 1943, modifying
its language to align with the Fifteenth
and Nineteenth Amendments. Over the
next several decades, the amendment
was proposed to Congress regularly but
did not gain passage until 1972. However,
the ERA failed to gain sufficient support
for ratification by the states during the
original seven-year timeframe. In recent
years, the amendment has been revived
and supporters have renewed a push for
ratification.!® There are disagreements
about this course of action that some-
times reflect differences of race and
class within the contemporary women’s
movement. The effort to gain support for
ratification requires a significant invest-
ment of energy and funds. Some question
whether it is the best way of advancing
social, political, and economic equality.
One conclusion widely shared by femi-
nists reflecting back on the last century is
that access to the vote has not ushered in
equality for all women.

Women Voters

What impact has the Nineteenth
Amendment had over the last century
on politics and voting in the United
States? The long history of the women’s
suffrage struggle and the shorter history
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of presidential elections since 1920 have
demonstrated that women are neither a
monolithic entity nor do they vote as
one. Even though journalists and pun-
dits have tended to rely on stereotypes
and clichés when discussing the “woman
voter,” such characterizations mask the
very real ways that factors other than gen-
der—such as race, class, region, religion
and various historical and contextual
factors—shape the choices women make
at the ballot box. A recent analysis of
women’s voting underscores this point:
women vote a lot like men.” When a
Democrat is favored by the electorate,
women and men tilt in that direction,
as is true when a Republican is favored,
albeit to varying degrees, especially in
recent years. As of 1980, women began
to turn out in greater numbers than men
for presidential elections, although in
both cases the percentage of those who
vote is low in comparison with other
advanced democracies.

Over the last century, women’s lives
have changed dramatically. In terms of
marriage and the family, occupation, and
educational level, women’s status and
roles in American society are markedly
different in 2020 than they were in 1920.
Concomitantly, women’s voting choices
have come to diverge more markedly
from men’s choices in presidential elec-
tions. Since 1980, scholars have noted a

“gender gap” in these elections, albeit the
size of this gap is strongly influenced by
region, religion, and race.

More highly educated women and
single women have skewed Democrat in
their voting, giving greater emphasis than
men to social welfare issues such as fed-
eral and state support for preschool edu-
cation; enhanced family leave policies;
access to healthcare, including abortion
rights; and longer unemployment bene-
fits. Still, as Wolbrecht and Corder write:

“Women are far less likely to report that
their gender identity is extremely impor-
tant to their voting decision compared to
the importance that African American
voters report for their racial iden-
tity.”'® These authors note the work of
political scientists Erin Cassese and



Tiffany Barnes in warning against “an
inflated sense of cohesion among
women.”” They comment:

As we saw in 2016, observing that
women are more likely to vote
Democratic than are men (which
they are across virtually every
demographic category) does

not necessarily mean a majority
of women vote Democratic in
every case. Black and Hispanic
women voted overwhelmingly
for Democrat Hillary Clinton,
even more so than black and
Hispanic men, but a majority

of white women (and a super-
majority of white men) cast their
ballots for Republican Donald
Trump, consistent with patterns

now decades old.”?°

This comment underscores the degree
to which aspects of a woman’s identity
(race, religion, region, etc.) often are
more salient at the ballot box than gen-
der, thus making it difficult to provide
simple answers to questions about the
impact of the Nineteenth Amendment
on American politics since 1920.

Education and Change

Finally, in considering the importance
of giving women the right to vote and
other efforts to bring greater equality to
their status as American citizens, we tie
together the ideas presented at the outset
about historiographical shifts, the suf-
frage movement, and the role of educa-
tion in promoting social justice.

The contributions to this issue all
recount efforts—through heroic indi-
viduals and steadfast, committed mass
movements—aimed at social and politi-
cal change. Education is often implicated
in these stories of change: for example,
Shirley Chisholm was a teacher, as were
many original suffragists, and Title IX’s
impact has been felt across kindergar-
ten to graduate education. Over the last
30 years, we've made some strides in
curricular change in terms of whose
story gets told in social studies—albeit

not enough, to be sure.! The opportu-
nities for educating in more inclusive
ways and for transformative social and
political change are endless, but perhaps
the actors—teachers and teacher educa-
tors—who are central to the enterprise
underestimate the potential for making
a difference through their work.

As we deal with a global pandemic
that has produced rapid and unset-
tling changes, we might contemplate the
variety of ways in which change occurs
in a society. Will this crisis provoke a
dramatic resetting of our priorities as a
nation? Older women have seen changes
over the course of their lives, changes
that have been both gradual and dra-
matic in their cumulative impact—from
changes in the proportion of women in
higher education and the workforce to
same-sex marriage. Will the changes
wrought by the current crisis precipitate
other changes? Will women—and men—
be able to leverage the crisis for positive
ends that produce a more just and equi-
table society? Or will we go back to the
status quo ante, failing to recognize the
massive inequality of this nation while
we witness so many citizens failing to
get the support they need to weather this
pandemic?

Scholars point to numerous factors
that play a role in bringing about social
and political change: the importance of
civil resistance,? shifts in norms, policy
choices, and the law,? evolving socio-
logical contexts and the emergence of
new role models,* the quiet yet signifi-
cant contribution of networks and cas-
cades in fomenting bottom-up change,?
and, of course, disasters, pandemics,
and other shock events.? The women’s
movement that produced the Nineteenth
Amendment has, along with the civil
rights movement of the last 100 years
more broadly, reflected the role of all
these factors in moving their causes along.

We can see in the contributions to this
issue and other Social Education articles
about the civil rights movement in recent
years the significance of political actors
as role models,? as well as the efficacy
of coalitions and movements in inspiring
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others to attempt change.?® In the case

of the women’s suffrage movement, too

much of its history has been written from

the top down, with an inordinate amount

of attention given to the “big women”
(Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B.
Anthony) of the past. Too little atten-
tion has been given to women of color

in these histories and the ways in which

the story unfolded differently in various

regions of the country. Too often, educa-
tors fail to move beyond “a single story”
of women’s suffrage towards a more com-
plex and nuanced understanding of the

past, putting it within the context of the

long civil rights movement, as well as the

continuing struggle to bring about a more

just and equal society for all citizens.”

Women represent well over 70 percent
of all teachers, and their numbers con-
tinue to grow within the ranks of teach-
ers and teacher educators, professors,
and researchers. Nevertheless, what is
clearly needed across all these domains
is greater diversity among those who
work in schools and institutions of higher
education, especially within social
studies. Only in so doing will teaching
and research be better informed by an
understanding of how women’s, menss,
and trans-gendered individuals” experi-
ences within history and contemporary
society converge and diverge.

Over the last several years, the field
of social studies has benefited from
renewed attention to K-12 civic educa-
tion, the urgent need for teaching about
politics, even in these fractured times,
and the central place of controversial
policy issue discussions and delibera-
tions in schools and colleges.*® As prac-
titioners and teacher educators encour-
age these discussions, questions should
be raised about how issues and their
solutions get framed and who benefits,
or not, from this framing. Will suggested
policy courses of action in response to
the issue framing affect men and women
in the same way? Will all women be
affected in the same fashion or will
there be differential effects around race,
class and sexual orientation? Which
expert voices are introduced into the



discussion as evidence? Are these expert
voices or sources exclusively male or
reflective only of the male experience?
To what extent does the curriculum
out of which these issues have emerged
include, marginalize, or silence the sto-
ries and voices of women? Of women of
color? Of gays and lesbians and trans-
gendered individuals?*

NCSS offers practitioners a variety
of pedagogical supports for making
curriculum more inclusive and multi-
perspectival through its periodicals and
C3 Framework Bulletins (e.g., 113, 114,
116), all of which address the history
of marginalized groups.* Moreover, in
2020, the organization called explicitly
for greater attention to teaching about
women from an intersectional standpoint
in its Board of Directors” approved posi-
tion statement, “Supporting Curricular
Promotion and Intersectional Valuing
of Women in History and Current
Events”® Along with the articles con-
tained within this special issue of Social
Education, the position statement seeks
to affirm the idea that women are not a
monolithic group today, nor have they
been in the past.

In the future, one can hope that those
who teach and do research within the
field of social studies will ask original
questions and pursue new perspectives
that open up the field in an even fuller
way than in the past to multiple perspec-
tives and multiple stories. Social studies
educators play a critical role in providing
young citizens who are both civic actors
and future voters with insights into the
nation’s past along with its contemporary
concerns. Only by bringing women—all
women—fully into these stories, inqui-
ries, and discussions will the promise
of the Nineteenth Amendment to bring
women into the role of full citizen be
fulfilled. Although voting is an essen-
tial part of democracy, marked here
by the centennial of the Nineteenth
Amendment, citizenship rests upon a
more comprehensive appreciation of the
ways in which all of us who are citizens
have both shared—and not shared—the
same rights and privileges. ®
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““...Find out why, if you are not an
optimist, you should be.”

—VERNON L. SMITH, Nobel Prize-winning economist
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