Marta Zima
“Gaining the vote in federal elections in 1920 was the most important turning point in the campaign for gender equality in the USA”. How far do you agree?
A turning point can be defined as a period of time or an event which results in a decisive change, most often, though not always, resulting in a beneficial outcome. In order to assess the importance of the 19th Amendment, which gave women the right to vote in federal elections, one must consider its impact on women in terms of their political standing, their work opportunities, as well as the successes and failures of activists, campaigners and reformers working. One must also take into account that the idea of ‘gender equality’ does not necessarily equate that of the attainment of civil rights; while during the period women did gain civil rights, it is arguable, to this day, whether gender equality in the USA has been achieved. Despite the attainment of the right to vote, there was little need for politicians to address women’s issues, thus the 19th Amendment cannot be seen as the most significant turning point, having failed to address the ‘separate spheres’ ideology that hindered the campaign for gender equality. Perhaps a more significant turning point is the case ruling of Roe vs. Wade, after which women’s issues were at the centre of politics, with a significant increase in women voting, as well as their general involvement in politics, such as more female members of Congress. 
 One could argue that gaining the vote would appear the most important turning point in terms of political power as it provided women with the right to lobby for change in terms of women’s issues and exert pressure on the federal government. However, there is little evidence to indicate that the vote was used by women to promote significant change for themselves, due to being divided as to how the vote could best be used to improve conditions for women and increase their opportunities. Such was also the case during the earlier prohibition campaign. Although being given the right to vote in federal elections was a significant change compared to prior WWI when women could not partake in said elections, it is worthy to note that the right to vote was not extended to African American women, thus total gender equality had not been achieved. The 19th Amendment did give women the opportunity to be involved in politics, if not in the short term – when the majority of the lower class women had little time for politics and supporting their family seemed more important than political activity – women’s involvement in politics increased in the long term. In 1930, nine women were involved in politics, although, the appointment of Frances Perkins as secretary of labour had a negative reaction which highlights the continuing and deeply entrenched prejudices of business, labour unionists and politicians against women in positions of power and influence, and the ideology of ‘separate spheres’.  This ideology is one which continued to prevent the formation of a really powerful women’s movement; the continuance of the centrality of the home and family was well demonstrated during the campaign for prohibition laws and their subsequent repeal which also highlighted the deep divisions in the perception amongst women themselves of their position within society. It is evident however is that there was growth, though slow, in the involvement of women in politics; while in 1865 women typically played no role in politics, by 1984 the situation effectively came full-circle, with more women in Congress than ever before and Geraldine Ferraro’s election as the vice Presidential candidate for the Democrats, as well as one third of Clinton’s administration being female providing a “reflection of America”. It can be argued that the case of Roe vs. Wade was a more significant turning point having changed the voting pattern of female voters; the feminist movement resulted in growing political awareness amongst the critical mass of women, which contrasted with the apathy displayed by many women voters around the middle of the century. Roe vs. Wade contrasts with the post-WWII period, where there was little sympathy in the political circles for women’s issues; despite this, the 1965 Voting Rights Act did extend the right to vote to all women, regardless of race. After the ruling of the landmark case, politicians were anxious to win the female vote and thus did give some recognition to female issues. It therefore seems apparent that the 19th Amendment which gave women the right to vote in federal elections was not the most significant turning point in the campaign for gender equality, as, unlike the 1965 Voting Rights Act, the Amendment did not extend the vote to women of colour, and furthermore failed to address the issue of ‘separate spheres’. In comparison, the case of Roe vs. Wade caused an active interest in politics and an upturn in the number of women voting in state and Congressional elections, as well as causing divisions within the Republican and Democrat parties, bringing female issues to the forefront of debates, striving to achieve gender equality. 
The 19th Amendment did less to help achieve gender equality within the workplace than within politics, thus fails to be the most significant turning point. While the right to vote was granted to women in recognition for their efforts during WWI, it would appear that the war itself opened up more opportunities for married women to enter the workplace, with industrial expansion during the war increasing job opportunities. The vote did little to encourage gender equality in the workplace, glorifying the ‘separate spheres’ ideology, which remained unchallenged for much of the period, with a clear expectation of women who had left home to support the war effort would return when the men returned from war, which was accepted by the majority of married women. Contrastingly, by the 1970s, laws were put in place against gender discrimination and stereotyping within the workplace, with gender segregation in employment decreasing by 10% between 1970 and 1980. However, where equal opportunities existed, they were not accompanies by equal pay for the same work. Even though the Equal Pay Act of 1963 theoretically gave rights to equal pay, however this appeared unforced until the work of the National Organization for Women (NOW) and the establishment of the Equal Employment Opportunities Commission. Furthermore, the evidence of the glass ceiling was seen in the inability of women to get well paid prestige jobs for much of the period. Nonetheless, women in the workplace, with the opportunity to hold the same positions previously reserved exclusively for men, is a contrast to earlier in the period, when in 1936 in a Gallup poll 82% of Americans were opposed to women working, and twenty-six states introduced legislation which banned married women from working, although only Louisiana passed the law, which was then declared unconstitutional. Despite being given the right to vote, women were not protected by law within the workplace for much of the period and thus were often dismissed when they became pregnant, a threat by which men were not affected; this issue was not recognised by the federal government until the case ruling of Roe vs. Wade. The case was a far more significant turning point in the campaign for gender equality as it ensured that women who chose to have children still had job security, equal to that of a man. However, even today San Francisco is the only U.S. city to mandate six weeks of fully paid parental leave, requiring employers to shoulder much of the cost and exceeding federal and state benefit rules for private-sector employees. Similarly, the introduction of the contraceptive pill meant that women had more control over family planning and pregnancy, being able to prioritise careers over starting a family, which was not facilitated by the 19th Amendment. It therefore seems that the right to vote was not the most significant turning point in the campaign for gender equality in the workplace for it did very little to provide women with the same opportunities as men; a much more significant turning point was the case of Roe vs. Wade and it brought the discrimination of pregnant women at work into the spotlight for the first time and after the ruling women had the same job security their male co-workers did.
While one could argue that the suffragette movement was a success as it resulted in the 19th Amendment, it is important to note that there is little evidence to indicate that the vote was used by women to establish gender equality, and that the attainment of the right to vote itself did very little to change social attitudes. The acquisition of the vote meant little to the mass of American women partly because there was, as yet, no real recognition of its potential to change the status quo for women, nor did it benefit African American or immigrant women. The campaign for the vote was never a mass movement, unlike the campaign for prohibition and its repeal, after which women demonstrated that they were a force to be reckoned with when united for a cause. Such was seen towards the end of the period, during the Women’s Strike for Equality which brought together radical and more moderate feminists, demanding not only the right to equal opportunities but also the right to safe, legal abortions. Following the case of Roe vs. Wade the move towards gender equality was far more rapid than after gaining the vote in federal elections; for those who had long campaigned for the legislation of abortion, the ruling was a success as was the establishment of The National Abortion Rights Action League. But, the ruling did receive opposition from religious leaders of the Catholic Church and some Jewish groups and abortion rights galvanised anti-feminists into organised opposition under the leadership of Schlaffy who accused those in support of abortion of not being “real” women. The lack of solidarity in the campaign for gender equality is seen throughout much of the period, not only in regards to the 19th Amendment but also the controversial introduction of the contraceptive pill and the work of Margaret Sanger. Despite there being debate over the extent to which Sanger liberated the vast majority of married women, as well as the hindrance to action in the form of Comstock Laws, Sanger’s American Birth Control League boasted 27,500 members in 1924. The campaign for the Equal Rights Amendment was also one which split the movement, and it was these divisions which continued to impede the formation of a united women’s movement in the 20th century. Therefore it seems that the most significant turning point in the campaign for gender quality is the Roe vs. Wade ruling, which remains in place to this day. Anti-abortion demonstrations are still held annually to mark its anniversary, and abortion remains one of the most contentious issues facing American society. The case challenged the stereotypical view of women’s place within society and was a real triumph for pro-choice feminists. The 19th Amendment did not have the same impact as the court ruling, and thus fails to be the most significant turning point. 
It is apparent that the 19th Amendment was not the most significant turning point in the campaign for gender equality as although it did theoretically give women the same rights as men, but the reality was that the ‘separate spheres’ ideology which dominated much of the period prevented the vote from having the significant impact it had the potential to have. The vote was not extended to African American women, and many lower class women did not have time nor interest to vote; those women that did vote tended to vote with their husbands. The case ruling of Roe vs. Wade had a more significant impact as it brought women’s issues to centre stage in the political arena; politicians began to give recognition to female issues, paving the way for gender equality with a significant increase in women voting, as well as their general involvement in politics, such as more female members of Congress. However, it is debatable whether gender equality has been achieved as in 2014, women working full time in the United States typically were paid just 79% of what men were paid. 

