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WOMEN IN THE NEW YORK MUNICIPAL CAMPAIGN OF 1901

In this series of meetings dedicated to the cause of woman suffrage, plain narrative of the
participation of women citizens of New York City in the recent municipal campaign is surely in place,
even though the principle which we are supporting here may not seem to have been directly helped
by the events of last October and November. Those who look beneath the surface, however, and
will compare the contest of 1901 with those of 1897 and 1894, and still earlier ones, will notice some
extremely interesting changes in the attitude of the New York public towards women in politics.

Twenty-five years ago such a thing as a woman's headquarters distributing pamphlets, raising
money, getting up meetings, supplying speakers, and furnishing one of the most effective arguments
of the entire campaign, would have aroused a story of indignation and scorn, and would have
evoked endless announcements that the fatal hour, so often prophesied, which is to mark the
beginning of the unsexing or of the masculinization of women, was at hand. Indeed, in 1894 there
was not a few protests and publicly-uttered regrets that women should concern themselves with
the political conditions of the city. In 1897 the women workers for the Citizen's Union were heartily
welcomed by the leaders of the lost cause of that year, but they 2 were still regarded as curiosities,
and their actions were reported by the public press much as the illustrated Sunday newspapers to-
day portray things freakish, passing and unusual the world over. When the fight was over, however,
the substantial and able to work done by the women allies of Mr. Low was widely recognized even in
the hour of defeat.

Lest I seem to pay attention only to one side of the New York political situation, let me say here
that the work done by women for partisan organizations in New York has hitherto been of a trifling
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character. So far from regretting this, I believe that it is a cause for hearty rejoicing, on the part of
all interested in obtaining the suffrage for women, that no body of women worthy of notice has yet
been got together to campaign for Tammany Hall, and that all the effective work thus far has been
done by women working on the side of decency, honesty and righteousness. Here is a fact for the
consideration of those people who believe that the entrance of women into politics means merely
the doubling of the existing political groups.

In the campaign of 1901 public sentiment had been so far educated that the present speaker, an
active journalist, was unable to find a trace of a protest against women's taking part in the battle
against Tammany. It has come to be looked upon as a matter of course that they should concern
themselves with the government of the city, and is regarded with the same complacency with which
the world now considers the work of women wage-earners, in the fields the mere suggestion of
which would have made our grandfathers and grandmothers hold up their hands in horror. Only
last week the permanent secretary of the Citizens’ Union, in discussing the future home of one
of the New York's reform organizations, insisted that proper provision be made for women and
the women's political organizations, whose aid, he declared, was essential to the establishment of
permanent good government in the American metropolis. Every one seems to 3 take it for granted
that the two leading women's leagues are but doing what is right and proper in devoting themselves
in the hour of victory to a campaign of active education, with permanent offices and progressive
programs. Not even the most rabid believer in the doctrine that the consideration of questions of
municipal, State and national housekeeping is beyond the sphere of women has uttered an outcry
against this tangible evidence that the most public-spirited women in New York believe that they
are in politics to stay. May I not again stop to point out the encouragement there is in this change
of sentiment for all who believe as we do? Does it not warrant us in thinking that, however slow
Legislatures and Constitutional Conventions may be recognize the inherent justice in the demand of
the ballot for woman, a quiet evolution is carrying us rapidly towards our goal? It would seem to be
doing so by steps which are so natural and so evident as scarcely to attract our attention, just as few
of us are able to realize the great structural changes going on in every large American city until we
go away and come back after some period of time. Then our eyes are suddenly opened to the extent
of the growth and the radical character of the changes, and memory produces from one of her long-
hidden negatives the skyline as it was, to enable us to say, “The town is not what it used to be,” or
“How marvellously the city has developed since we were children!”

But to come to the immediate subject of this paper. The organization which bore the brunt of
the campaign in New York last fall, as far as the women are concerned, is the Woman's Municipal
League, which was organized some seven years ago, just before the election of Mayor Strong. Its
object then and now was and is “to secure active support for such movements and candidates as
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may give promise of the best government for the city without regard to party lines.” There are a good
many thousands of men in New York City who have not yet come to 4 so sensible a platform as this.
At the annual meeting in May last, the League resolved to support the Citizens’ Union in the then
approaching campaign, and it was thus one of the first bodies to take the field. As an earnest of its
active co-operation, the League subscribed $500 to the Citizen's Union campaign fund at that time,
and also agreed to distribute the Union literature. The League also entered into an offensive alliance
with the City Club and the Woman's League for Political Education. To prevent overlapping of the
work of the two organizations, the Municipal League took six districts, giving the other half of the city
to the League for Political Education.

The City Club, a non-partisan body composed of men of all political faiths, which has for years been
one of the most effective reform organizations in the city, gradually became the headquarters of
the Woman's League, and here the main work of the campaign was carried on. Committees for
special work were appointed, and a large number of parlor and mass meetings arranged. In other
words, the usual and effective educational work of a campaign was vigorously inaugurated, on
precisely the same lines that won the praise of the campaign managers in 1897. It was not, however,
until ten days before the election that the remarkable work of the women's campaign was begun
under the direction of Mr. J. W. Pryor, the skilled Secretary of the City Club. This was the circulation
throughout the entire city of a pamphlet setting forth the terrible nature of the infamous cadet
system, for the running of young women, which had been allowed to grow up by the connivance
of the Tammanyized police force. It was entitled “Facts for Fathers and Mothers.” A public meeting
was held in Carnegie Hall ten days before the election, which was addressed by Justice Jerome, the
candidate for the District-Attorneyship, by District-Attorney Philbin and Mr. Pryor, which attracted no
little attention, on account of the very frank language used. All of the speakers discussed matters 5
which had never before been taken up publicly, at least in any New York City campaign, by speakers
addressing an audience of cultured women. This meeting, and the publication of the matter
contained in the pamphlet by one of the leading and most respected newspapers in the city, set at
rest the doubts of the few who hung back because of the unpleasant and repelling nature of the
facts which were to be spread over the city.

From that time on, the work of the Woman's Campaign Committee, which was formed as a result
of the Carnegie Hall meeting, was remarkably effective and wholehearted. It had become plain to
its members that this was one of the occasions when it was necessary to speak out and to speak
out frankly, in order to become effective, and the result showed that all concerned were eminently
justified in taking the action they did. It is true that one or two people protested, and gave utterance
to the extraordinary sentiment that they would rather have the horrible conditions continue than
have the matter the pamphlets contained spread throughout the community; and, curiously enough,
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these protestants were men. It was at once pointed out that this meant at best a shielding of the
children of the community, since the matter was one which had already forced itself, in one way or
another, on every thinking man and woman in the community, and for which every man and woman
carried his or her responsibility. Moreover, it meant keeping the story only from the children of the
rich, since those of the poor could not help knowing the facts which were flaunted in their faces day
and night, to their all too rapid demoralization, by the criminality which was allowed to flourish to
such an hitherto undreamed of extent in the history of the municipality.

In the short space of time left before the election, the Woman's Campaign Committee raised no
less than $20,000 which was devoted to the printing and distribution of the pamphlet entitled,
“Facts for Fathers and Mothers.” No less than 900,000 copies 6 printed in the English language
were distributed throughout the city, one being mailed to every voter in the Borough of Manhattan
and the Bronx. The Brooklyn contingent of New York's army of 650,000 voters was reached, so
far as possible, through a committee of Brooklyn women, the headquarters of the various anti-
Tammany political organizations, and by distribution from carts. Moreover, 100,000 copies of a
German newspaper containing the contents of the pamphlet were circulated by messenger boys in
the German districts of Manhattan. Even the total figure of 1,000,000 copies fails to convey any idea
of the enormous labor this work involved, and only those who have taken part in a heated municipal
campaign, similar to that which resulted in the election of Mr. Low, can realize the exertions that
were necessary to garner the sum of $20,000 from a field that had already been harrowed and
winnowed by every other organization in the campaign.

Some of the methods used by the women were unique even in New York politics. Of course the
billboards, and wagons with large posters on them, and even shop windows were resorted to.
Pastors of churches all through the city were urged to speak for the women's campaign, and a
number of ministers called the attention of their church members to the fact that the pamphlets
would be distributed to their congregations at the close of the services. The pro-Cathedral on
Stanton Street, in which the moral movement against Tammany originated, and Henry Ward
Beecher's old church in Brooklyn ordered and distributed thousands of the documents. The Working
Girl's Clubs, the Teachers’ College, the Nurses’ Settlement, and the various college and university
settlements, aided the good work. Even fashionable milliners are reported to have helped the cause
by enclosing a pamphlet in every package and bandbox they sent to their customers. In view of
all these facts, it is not surprising that Mr. Low declared on the eve of election that the women's
movement 7 was “one of the strongest factors in convincing the people of the merit of the platform
on which I stand. It is a splendid movement, and is going to assist the cause to the greatest extent.
The pamphlet, ‘Facts for Fathers and Mothers,’ is a most powerful campaign document.” Mr. Pryor,
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secretary of the City Club, testified that “the women had done more campaign work than had ever
been accomplished in New York before in the same length of time.”

It is in order to give the names of some, if only a few, of the women who did this work. They were
Mrs. Josephine Shaw Lowell, an honored name always enrolled in every good cause, Miss Grace H.
Dodge, Mrs. Paul R. Reynolds, Mrs. George C. Wilde, Mrs. James B. Reynolds, Mrs. Herbert Parsons,
Miss Margaret Chanler, and Mrs. J. W. Pryor.

It would be impossible, of course, to say exactly how much influence the women's organizations
had in determining the outcome of the voting. A great many people have spent a good deal of their
time since the election in assigning credit to the various organizations and workers. Some think
that it was Mr. Jerome's earnestness and eloquence which carried the day. Some think that it was
Mr. Low's mild views on the Sunday closing of saloons. Others would have all the credit go to the
Republican leaders who gave up to the Citizens’ Union the first line of battle and who agreed to the
Fusion ticket. Very many are willing to admit, however, that the popular indignation at Tammany
police methods and at the terrible degradation of womankind which resulted, had most to do with
the defeat of the Croker cohorts. In the opinion of the speaker, this was the primary cause, for the
city's demoralization had gone so far as to effect even the thick-skinned business man, usually too
pachydermatous to be affected by stories of immorality connived at by public authorities.

It was on its face a campaign in which women had a right to 8 be heard. It was primarily a fight for
honest municipal housekeeping and for economic management of the city's business, and next
a fight for decency and morality, of which women ever have been and ever must be the natural
guardians. It was an opportunity for the women of education and means to come to the rescue of
their less fortunate sisters in the slums and crowded tenements of the great city. Victory meant for
the latter not only the redemption of many, but the preservation of thousands who were certain
to go down to ruin and early death should Tammany Hall prevail. It meant the saving of thousands
of lives of innocent children—the victims of milk fraudulently passed by corrupt officials, of over-
crowded and sanitarily defective tenements, of unclean streets and of unnecessary diseases. If
this could not arouse the men and women of New York, and particularly the women, then what
could? Surely the worst changes which the anti-suffragists foretell for women voters would not
give ground for more stringing reproaches than the influential women of New York would have
merited if they had left their unfortunate sisters in the lurch. Think what would not have been
said of woman's inhumanity to woman had they turned a deaf ear to the cries of help and for the
cutting off of that foul stream of corruption which was pouring over the whole city! If there was
only a comparative handful of women who really did the work and carried on the active agitation,
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it must be remembered that there were tens of thousands who lent their influence, and did their
campaigning at home, owing to the incentive of their more active sisters.

A striking fact about the campaign audiences, upon which more that one speaker commented,
was the greater knowledge of municipal conditions and of the fundamental principles involved
which was displayed by both men and women. Where it was indispensable in 1897 to explain
just why fusion was necessary, and just why partisanship is out of place when it comes to the 9
administration of a great city, these a, b, c's could be ignored in 1901. No speaker had to waste any
time upon them,but could give his strength to a portrayal of Tammany iniquities, or to a laying bare
of its clever attempt to mislead the public and to hide its stripes by nominating for the mayoralty a
man of irreproachable character and of recognized ability. This fact was perhaps particularly true
of the audiences brought together by the Woman's Municipal League. It was as illustrative of the
way that women are being made to think about government and political affairs, as the fact that a
contribution of $100 was sent to the Women's Campaign Committee by the Anti-Suffrage Society
was both striking and humorous. To have been really consistent, the anti-suffragists should have
spent their time and money in making their fiends stop thinking and working for a political cause.
They should have urged their more emancipated sisters to remember that woman's sphere is the
home, and that any steps that lead beyond it are not only downward, but tend in the long run to the
destruction both of the home and of the eternal feminine as well. They should have been able to see
clearly that just such work as was done last fall was not merely a spontaneous outburst, destined to
subside with the exceptional conditions which aroused the moral indignation of the city, and they
should therefore not have greased the wheels of progress with their $100, for such progress as this
is inevitably in the direction of the ballot. Indeed, the electioneering, such as was indulged in by
the Women's Campaign Committee, was precisely one of the evil results of hastening the suffrage
about which we have heard so much. The anti-suffragists should therefore have devoted themselves
to showing, in accordance with their well-known theories, just how much Mrs. Lowell deteriorated
during the campaign, how much of her feminine charm was lost by Mrs. Reynolds, and exactly how
much Mrs. Pryor's home duties suffered by her excursion into practical politics.

10

But with the disappearance of these familiar shibboleths, one argument of the anti-suffragists has
been brought more and more to the front. “If,” they say, “the women of New York had as much
influence as you assert in the last election, why do they want the ballot? All they need is to organize
in large numbers, exert their moral influence, indulge, if they must, in the circulation of pamphlets,
and thus carry elections without being contaminated by coming into contact with the ballot-box.”
Leaving aside the obvious reply that the cause for which we are contending is based upon simple
justice, there are several answers which can be made to this argument. Where only a few women
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would take the time to conduct an agitation against Tammany, tens of thousands of women, rich
and poor, would have voted against the ticket. The only way they had of protesting in the name of
outraged womanhood was by contributing fifty cents or a dollar from their hard earned wages to
the campaign fund, and thousands of respectable, hard-working, self-supporting women could not
afford to avail themselves even of this unsatisfactory way of recording their protests. They were
bound to sit quiet and helpless in the face of the misgovernment about them, misgovernment which
made life harder in more than a dozen different ways, and which threatened to taint the entire
city with the pollution of the East Side. Does any one believe that any set of men would be content
very long under these conditions to get on with influence and without the ballot, instead of having
both? When the fight for practically universal male suffrage was on in England in the last century,
the argument that the mass of Englishmen should be content to let their landlords, their nobility,
and their professional men vote for them was indignantly rejected. The body of male citizens which
belonged in none of these classes declined to be thus unofficially represented, and they got their
way. So in due time will the women of this country, perhaps only the taxpayers at first, obtain the
privilege we seek for them.

11

The American experiment of municipal government at the hands of men only has been a failure so
far, and this true statement of the case is not altered by the success of decency and honesty at the
New York polls in November last. There are many observers who believe that the selfish indifference
of the majority of the well-to-do and rich citizens of New York will again permit scheming politicians
and the disorderly characters with whom the city abounds to control and to degrade the city. If
this is true, and our cities must ever step back from enlightened government into the hands of the
corrupt and criminal, the country owes it to the rest of the world, which is so deeply concerned
with the failure or success of the great American experiment in democracy, to give the nation's
natural housekeepers an opportunity to show what they can do for themselves, their families and
their children's children in helping to run our city governments. It is a most significant sign that
so experienced a politician as the Secretary of the Citizen's Union cannot conceive of any way of
winning this fight in the long run without the active aid of women.

In his most remarkable paper in the January Atlantic on “The Real Emancipation of Women,” Mr.
William M. Salter says that “Woman needs to be emancipated by the uplifting power of a moral
purpose.” Like man, “She needs intellectual emancipation, as well as political and economic—
enfranchisement thought and religion.” If a moral purpose is needed, what could be finer, what
more inspiring than that of the women of New York who worked last fall for the success of reform,
for the redemption of their city? What battlefield could be more thrilling than that which concerns
the fate of many a household, and which so deeply affects the happiness of hundreds of thousands
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in ways the average man or women never dreams? What could appeal more to every patriot who
is desirous of seeing his country good or great than this struggle between 12 right and wrong in
our great cities? Surely no one can so underrate the Titanic nature of this contest as to believe the
final victory can best be won without the co-operation of that half of the nation's citizens in whose
hearts are ever found the truest ideals of family and society, of city life and State life, and of national
existence.


