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127. Carrie Chapman Catt, Address to
Congress on Women's Suffrage (1917)

Source: Carrie Chapman Catt, An Address to the Congress of the United
States (New York, 1917).

Carrie Chapman Catt, a long-time campaigner for votes for women, served
as president of the National American Women Suffrage Association from
1900 10 1904 and again from 1915 to 1920. Many women activists had been
associated with the pacifist movement and opposed American entry into
World War . In 1917, Catt shocked them by announcing the association’s
support for the Wilson administration and American participationin
World War L. Catt reasoned that by taking part in the war effort, women
would finally win the right to vote.

Inthe winter of 1917, Catt addressed Congress urging support fora
constitutional amendment to enfranchise women. To bolster herargu-
ment, she invoked the nation’s founding principles, and Wilson's claim
that the United States was the leader in the worldwide struggle for democ-
racy. Catt’s strategy bore fruit when Congress in 1918 approved the Nine-
teenth Amendment, which became part of the Constitution two years

later.

WOMAN SUFFRAGE 1S INEVITABLE. .

First, the history of our country. Ours is a nation born of revolution,
of rebellion against a system of government so securely entrenched
in the customs and traditions of human society that in 1776 it
seemed impregnable. From the beginning of things, nations had
beenruled by kings and for kings, while the people served and paid
the cost. The American Revolutionists boldly proclaimed the here-
sies: “Taxation without representation is tyranny” “Governments
derive their just powers from the consent of the governed.” The colo-

nists won, and the nation which was established as a result of their
victory has held unfailingly that these two fundamental principles
of democratic government are not only the spiritual source of our
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national existence but have been our chief historic pride and at all
times the sheet anchor of our liberties.

Eighty years after the Revolution, Abraham Lincoln welded those
two maxims into a new one: “Ours is a government of the people,
by the people, and for the people.” Fifty years more passed and the
president of the United States, Woodrow Wilson, in a mighty crisis of
the nation, proclaimed to the world: “We are fighting for the things
which we have always carried nearest o our hearts: for democracy,
for the right of those who submit to authority to have a voice in their
own government.”

All'the way between these immortal aphorisms political leaders
have declared unabated faith in their truth. Not one American has
arisen to question their logic in the 141 years of our national existence.
However stupidly our country may have evaded the logical applica-
tion at times, it has never swerved from its devotion to the theory of
democracy as expressed by those two axioms. .. .

With such a history behind it, how can our nation escape the
logic it has never failed to follow, when its last unenfranchised class
calls for the vote? Behold our Uncle Sam floating the banner with
one hand, “Taxation without representation is tyranny,” and with
the other seizing the billions of dollars paid in taxes by women to
whom he refuses “representation.” Behold him again, welcoming the
boys of twenty-one and the newly made immigrant citizen to “a
voice in their own government” while he denies that fundamental
right of democracy to thousands of women public school teachers
from whom many of these men learn all they know of citizenship
and patriotism, to women college presidents, to women who preach
inour pulpits, interpret law in our courts, preside over our hospitals,
write books and magazines, and serve in every uplifting moral and
social enterprise. Is there a single man who can justify such inequal-
ity of treatment, such outrageous discrimination? Not one. . ..






