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Abstract 
Most folks learn the suffrage story like it’s only 

about a fight for the ballot box, but that kinda 

framing skips a lot. In fact, long before women 

could vote, they were out there organizing around 

wages, property rights, and the ability to get paid 

work in the first place. This piece sort of follows 

how economic grievances, shaped the early suffrage 

movement in the United States and Britain from the 

Married Women’s Property Acts in the mid 1800s 

through to the labor activism you see in the early 

twentieth century. It also shows how women factory 

workers, reform-minded people, and everyday 

organizers tied the vote to bread-and-butter concerns 

like equal pay and control over their own earnings, 

even when folks insisted it was “just politics”. 

Drawing on old labor statistics and the writings of 

suffrage leaders themselves, the article claims that 

economic self support wasn’t some add on problem 

for suffragists, but often the main one. If you 

understand that economic angle, it helps explain 

why the movement got backing across class lines, 

and why the legacy still comes up in arguments 

about pay equity today. 
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I. Introduction 
Ask most people what the suffrage 

movement wanted, and they’ll say the vote. It’s true, 

but it’s only some of the story, you know? Behind 

the marches and the picket signs there was this 

much bigger scuffle about money— who got to earn 

it, who got to keep it, and who got to decide how it 

was spent.   

In the mid-1800s, a married woman in 

most American states legally owned nothing, well 

almost nothing. Her wages, if she worked, belonged 

to her husband. The property she brought into a 

marriage, became his. If she left an abusive 

relationship, she could leave with literally nothing 

on her name. This wasn’t some random “custom” 

sort of thing, it was written right into law, under the 

doctrine of coverture, inherited from English 

common law (Kerber, 1980).   

 

Suffragists got it pretty quickly that a 

woman without economic independence was a 

woman without real freedom, vote or no vote. 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony spent 

years pushing for property rights before the vote 

became the movement’s singular obsession. Their 

1848 Seneca Falls Declaration of Sentiments put 

economic complaints right next to political ones, 

calling out laws that treated married women as 

“civilly dead” and denying them “the facilities for 

obtaining a thorough education” and fair wages 

(Stanton et al., 1848/1985).   

This article traces that money thread 

through suffrage— from property law reform to 

equal wage arguments, and then to the partnerships 

the suffragists made with working women. It’s also 

a story that tends to get squeezed down in popular 

memory, but it helps explain why the movement 

moved so fast when it did, and why some of its 

unfinished work is still around now. 

 

1.1 Why the Economic Angle Matters 

If suffrage were only about ballots, it’s hard 

to explain why the textile mill workers in Lowell 

Massachusetts, or the garment workers on New 

York’s Lower East Side, really cared so much. 

Those women usually couldn’t spare the time from 

those twelve-hour shifts to even attend the rallies, 

yet somehow many still did. They came anyway, 

because the vote felt like leverage — a kind of 

instrument to push for better wages, safer factories, 

and for laws that actually acknowledged their labor 

as legitimate work, not some side matter, deserving 

real pay. 

 

II. Property Rights: The First Economic 

Battleground 
2.1 Coverture and Its Consequences 

Under coverture, a married woman 

basically had no separate legal identity from her 

husband, like she was tied to him in a way that 

mattered. She couldnt sign contracts, couldn’t sue in 

court, or really keep her own wages. Single women 



 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 6, Issue 3, May - June, 2026, pp: 673-678                        ISSN: 3048-6874  

www.ijhssm.org                                                      

 

 

 

DOI: 10.35629/6874-0603673678    | Impact Factor value 7.52 |   ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal      Page 674 

did have a bit more freedom, but once she married, 

it got erased, sort of in one go. And that was huge in 

real life, not just theory. If her husband drank 

through the familys savings, she had no real legal 

way to push back, no recourse. And if she became a 

widow, she might still get hit with the loss of 

property that she had helped build for decades, even 

after all that time. 

 

New York moved first with a major 

Married Women’s Property Act in 1848, the same 

year as Seneca Falls, which let married women hold 

real estate and personal property under their own 

names (Basch, 1982). Then other states came along, 

sometimes sooner, sometimes slower, over the next 

several decades. Mississippi had already passed a 

limited property act in 1839. That was more about 

protecting family property from creditors, rather 

than actually advancing women’s rights, but it still 

created an early precedent of sorts (Massachusetts 

Historical Society, 2000). 

Table 1 lays out when several states passed 

their first Married Women's Property Acts, giving a 

sense of how uneven and slow this legal change was 

across the country. 

 

Table 1: Selected Married Women's Property Acts in the United States 

State Year of 

First Act 

Key Provision 

Mississippi 1839 Allowed married women to hold enslaved people and some property separately 

New York 1848 Granted married women rights to real and personal property 

Massachusetts 1855 Extended rights to include earnings from separate trade 

Illinois 1861 Protected wages and property from husband's creditors 

California 1872 Codified separate property rights under civil code 

Source: Basch, N. (1982). In the eyes of the law: Women, marriage, and property in nineteenth-century New 

York. Cornell University Press; Massachusetts Historical Society, 2000. 

 

2.2 Why Property Reform Wasn't Enough 

Winning property rights on paper didn’t fix 

everything, not really. A lot of women still had no 

real income or education to make actual use of those 

rights, so it mostly stayed, on the surface. Also 

plenty of states dragged their feet, or slipped in 

versions of these laws that were kinda watered down 

and tried to protect family assets more than they 

meant to empower wives. Even so, these acts 

mattered because they cracked open the legal fiction 

that a married woman had no independent economic 

existence. Once that crack showed up, suffragists 

went at it harder on the next front, wages. 

 

III. Wages, Work, and the Fight for Fair Pay 
3.1 The Wage Gap in Industrializing America 

By the late 1800s, millions of American 

women worked outside the home,mostly in textile 

mills, garment shops and domestic service. Still, 

they were paid a fraction of what men earned for 

comparable work, not really a fair setup. Historical 

labor data compiled by economic historians suggests 

that around 1900, women in manufacturing jobs 

usually earned about half of what men earned in the 

same industries (Goldin, 1990). And no, it wasn't 

because women worked fewer hours or produced 

less. Employers just kept assuming women's wages 

were supplemental “pin money” rather than real 

income for supporting a family, even though many 

women were actually sole breadwinners or primary 

income sources. 

That assumption had teeth, in a very 

practical way. Factory owners would argue lower 

pay using women’s supposed lower productivity or 

their so called “temporary” place in the workforce 

before marriage, even while the era’s data showed 

huge numbers of working women were unmarried 

adults, or widows supporting households by 

themselves (Kessler-Harris, 1982). 

Figure 1 illustrates how the gender wage gap in 

manufacturing looked across several decades of 

industrialization, based on historical wage surveys. 
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Figure 1: Estimated Ratio of Women's to Men's Manufacturing Wages, United States, 1885–1920 

 

This line chart shows the ratio of average 

women’s wages compared to average men’s wages 

in U.S. manufacturing industries from 1885 to 1920, 

and it’s shown as a percentage. You can see the line 

just kind of sits around 45 to 55 percent for most of 

the time, with only slight progress, even though 

there was all that industrial growth and labor 

organizing. The main thing to notice is, 

industrialization by itself didn’t really close the 

wage gap. It took legal pressure and organizational 

effort, to get any meaningful shift. The numbers are 

from Goldin, C. (1990), Understanding the Gender 

Gap: An Economic History of American Women, 

Oxford University Press. 

 

3.2 Labor Organizing and the Suffrage 

Connection 

Working class women didn’t just sit around, 

waiting for legislators to catch what was going on, 

not really. The Women’s Trade Union League, 

founded in 1903, got factory workers and middle-

class reformers in the same room, somehow, to push 

for better pay and safer work, and a lot of its 

leaders— Rose Schneiderman included — became 

pretty outspoken suffragists (Dye, 1980). 

Schneiderman is often quoted saying women needed 

the vote, not as a nice idea but because lawmakers 

were basically ignoring the worries of people who 

can’t really punish them at the polls, you know. 

 

Then the 1909 "Uprising of the 20,000," 

which was a huge strike in New York by garment 

workers, mostly young immigrant women, made 

these links hard to miss, public and loud. The 

strikers wanted higher wages and shorter hours, and 

suffrage figures like Alva Belmont actually turned 

up too, donating bail money and offering rally 

spaces (Orleck, 1995). So it wasn’t just a 

coincidence or a story people tell after the fact, it 

was an alliance that depended on each other’s needs. 

Working women brought crowd size and a kind of 

moral urgency to the suffrage drive, and suffragists 

brought funding, organization, and political routes 

into the labor fight. 

And the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire in 

1911, where 146 garment workers died, mostly 

young women, tightened that connection again, 

really. The tragedy became a rally flag of sorts, 

bundling together calls for safer workplaces, fair 

wages, and voting rights. The logic, as suffragists 

framed it, was that women with political power 

could have pushed harder for fire codes and 

inspections, and maybe those measures would have 

stopped the disaster (Stein, 1962). 

 

3.3 Equal Pay as a Suffrage Argument 

Suffrage leaders started to frame the vote 

itself sort of like an economic tool, you know. If 

women could vote, they reasoned politicians would 

have to finally answer for wage laws, factory 

conditions, and inheritance rules that left women 

disadvantaged. And it wasnt only talk. States that 

granted women suffrage earlier, like Wyoming in 

1869 and Colorado in 1893, turned into like testing 
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ground s for whether the vote really became 

economic legislation and not just a slogan. Colorado 

for instance passed protective labor laws for women 

workers fairly early after granting suffrage, 

something reformers later used as proof of concept 

(Larson, 1965). 

 

IV.Education, Employment, and Economic 

Independence 
4.1 The Education Bottleneck 

Economic independence was not only 

about having permission by law to hold property, or 

to earn wages, it kind of needed access to education 

that could open more doors—better paying, more 

dependable kinds of work. In the mid-1800s women 

were mostly barred from higher education and a lot 

of professions, and yeah, it was pretty narrow. 

Medicine, law, and the ministry stayed almost 

entirely male spaces. Oberlin College was among 

the first to admit women back in 1837, and some of 

its early graduates included suffrage figures like 

Lucy Stone. She turned her schooling into a public 

speaking path, pressing her message for abolition 

AND women’s rights (Cott, 1987), even when it was 

not exactly welcomed. 

By the late nineteenth century, women’s 

colleges such as Vassar, Wellesley, and Smith 

opened fresh routes, but access remained uneven in 

a way that cut across race and class. Black women 

had even more hurdles, layered over the usual 

gender bias. They were often kept out of white 

suffrage groups, while still organizing their own 

parallel institutions and local clubs, to push for both 

the vote and economic opportunity (Terborg-Penn, 

1998). 

 

4.2 Professional Doors Slowly Opening 

The number of women moving into 

professional fields grew slowly but surely through 

the late 1800s, like it was never a sudden change. 

Elizabeth Blackwell became the first woman to earn 

a medical degree in the United States back in 1849, 

and by the 1890s there was a small but increasing 

number of women working as doctors, lawyers, and 

teachers, even if it was usually for lower pay than 

men did in the very same roles (Walsh, 1977). 

Teaching, especially, turned into this sort of default 

occupation for educated women, partly because 

school boards could pay women teachers less than 

men, and still get them to take the jobs. 

This trend shows something pretty vital 

about the era’s economics: employers and 

institutions kept finding ways to pull value from 

women’s skilled work, but without matching the 

wages. Suffragists treated the vote as a lever, to pry 

apart that pattern with legislation, even if the 

progress felt, maddeningly slow at times. 

 

V. Class, Race, and the Limits of Economic 

Solidarity 
Not all suffragists agreed on how to frame 

these economic demands, and honestly the 

movement had real fractures, along class and race 

lines. Middle-class and wealthy suffragists 

sometimes treated working women’s requests as 

secondary to the vote itself, or worse they used 

working women’s pain as a kind of rhetorical tool 

without actually teaming up with them on labor 

issues, in any practical sense. 

Race made things even more tangled. 

Many white suffrage organizations, including the 

National American Woman Suffrage Association, 

distanced themselves from Black women’s 

economic and political aims just to avoid pushing 

away Southern white supporters (Terborg-Penn, 

1998). Black women suffragists, like Mary Church 

Terrell and Ida B. Wells-Barnett, ended up fighting a 

two-front battle, pushing for the vote while also 

confronting the economic realities of Jim Crow 

segregation. That system kept most Black women in 

low-wage domestic and agricultural work, no matter 

what property rules or wage laws were passed 

elsewhere. 

So this matters if we want to understand the 

movement honestly. The economic demands of 

suffrage were not one unified platform, more like 

overlapping, sometimes clashing agendas shaped by 

who was making the ask in the first place. 

 

VI. Discussion 
When I look back at this history, a pattern 

kinda shows up: economic arguments gave the 

suffrage movement more staying power, in a way 

that plain rights-based talk might not have done on 

its own. Telling a legislator that voting is a natural 

right, is one sort of argument. But bringing him 

evidence that women garment workers are striking 

in the streets over wages, and that they are basically 

demanding the vote so they can change wage laws, 

is a different and more immediate kind of pressure. 

Still, the economic framing had boundaries. 

At times it shrank the suffrage case into something 

like a tool, where women should get the vote 

because it will trigger certain economic results, 

instead of leaning on the deeper point that women 

deserved equal citizenship, regardless of any 

outcome. And as mentioned earlier, the economic 

“togetherness” between working-class suffragists 

and elite suffragists was often more talked-about 

than lived, with class and racial separations 
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narrowing how far shared economic aims could 

really hold an alliance for long. 

It’s also worth lingering on how unfinished 

the economic project stayed, even after the 

Nineteenth Amendment passed in 1920. Women did 

gain the vote, but the wage gap stuck around for 

decades. Barriers in law that limited women’s work 

across different professions lingered well into the 

twentieth century. The vote turned out to be needed, 

but not enough, for economic equality. And that 

kind of lesson later feminist waves would come 

back to and re-ask, in their own ways. 

Figure 2 sketches out this longer arc, 

situating the suffrage-era economic demands within 

a broader timeline of related legal milestones. 

 

 
Figure 2: Timeline of Key Legal Milestones Connecting Suffrage and Economic Rights, 1848–1920 

 

This horizontal time line marks big legal 

and organizational milestones from the 1848 Seneca 

Falls Convention through the 1920 ratification, of 

the Nineteenth Amendment. Marked spots include 

the 1848 New York Married Womens Property Act, 

the 1869 Wyoming Territory suffrage grant, the 

1903 founding of the Womens Trade Union League, 

the 1911 Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire, and the 

1920 Nineteenth Amendment. The timeline sort of 

shows that legal wins for property and labor rights 

were tangled up with rather than sitting off on their 

own from the political battle for suffrage. Data came 

from Flexner, E. (1959), Century of Struggle: The 

Woman's Rights Movement in the United States, 

Harvard University Press. 

 

VII. Conclusion 
The suffrage movement is remembered 

like a fight for the ballot, and well, that’s fair 

enough because the vote was the demand that 

eventually got written into the Constitution. But 

underneath that political demand sat this deeper, 

messy argument about money: who could hold it, 

who could earn it without being crushed, and who 

got to decide how a family’s resources were actually 

spent. Property law reform in the mid-1800s cracked 

open that legal pretending, that married women had 

no separate economic life. Labor organizing in the 

early 1900s made suffrage feel connected to wages, 

safety, and that basic dignity on the factory floor. 

And education slowly, unevenly, opened these doors 

into careers and professions that had been shut to 

women for generations. 

 

None of it happened cleanly or all at once, 

and it didn’t move the same way for every woman 

either. Black suffragists fought battles that white 

suffragists often overlooked or even, sometimes 

quietly sabotaged. Working class women carried 

hazards that wealthier suffragists usually didn’t have 

to think about. Still, if you take it together, these 

economic strands explain something the “vote 

alone” version skips: why regular women, already 

worn out from twelve hour factory shifts, somehow 

still found the energy to march, strike, and organize. 

They weren’t just chasing a piece of paper. They 

were trying to steer control of their own economic 

lives, and the vote was one instrument, among a 

few, to reach that goal. 
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