


BALLOT BATTLE: 

Richmond’s Social Struggle for Women’s Suffrage
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While many think of the suffrage 

movement gaining speed in the early 
1900s, there were spurts of enthusiasm 
across the country before that time.

The Seneca Falls Convention led by 

Elizabeth Cady Stanton and other 
activists took place in 1848.  Soon, Susan 
B Anthony would join the movement and 

it would pick up steam across the 
country. Here in Virginia interest would 

fall flat until 1909 when it came to 
women’s suffrage – whether pro or anti. 

There were a few Richmond and Virginia 
women who tried to make the case from 

women’s suffrage before 1900 but their 
efforts did not gain much support. 
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In 1909, a group of Richmond women including Lila Meade Valentine, Adele Clark, Nora Houston, Ellen 

Glasgow, Agnes Randolph, the great-great granddaughter of Thomas Jefferson, and Lucy Randolph 
Mason, the great-granddaughter of George Mason, as well as teachers, journalists and business women 
banded together to form the Equal Suffrage League (ESL) which initially worked for a state amendment 

allowing women the right to vote. 

Nearly 120 members joined in the first year – most from Richmond. 



In 1912, the Virginia Association Opposed 

to Woman Suffrage (VAOWS) was formed 
to lead the fight to defeat the efforts of the 
ESL and other pro-suffrage organizations.

From 1915 through 1920, Mary Mason 

Anderson Williams was president of the 
Virginia Association Opposed to Woman 
Suffrage. No organizational records survive 

to indicate how many members the 
association had, but at the May 1918 state 

convention officers reported on the 
addition of almost 1,350 new members.

Its board of directors and committees 
included members of many influential 

social, business and political families in the 
state.
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The Equal Suffrage League and the VAOWS would each 
espouse their viewpoints to the people of Virginia, 
often engaging one another directly in editorials and 

other literature.  During this time before social media 
and the internet, messages were delivered through a 

variety of means including newspaper articles, 
pamphlets, cartoons, cards, buttons, sashes, etc.  





Virginia suffragists succeeded in bringing the issue to the floor of the General Assembly three times between 

1912 and 1916, but the vote never came close to passage. The Equal Suffrage League's strategy focused on 
winning support in the General Assembly for a voting-rights amendment to the state constitution. Some 
suffragists grew impatient with the painstaking approach and broke ranks, joining the more militant 

Congressional Union (later the National Woman's Party), and then pressuring Congress and U.S. president 
Woodrow Wilson to enact a federal suffrage amendment. 
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When Congress passed the Nineteenth Amendment in June 

1919, the ESL fought hard for ratification, but Virginia 
politicians did not relent. Despite the efforts of the Equal 
Suffrage League, Virginia was one of the nine southern states 

that refused to grant the vote to women. Virginia women at 
last won the right to vote in August 1920, when the 

Nineteenth Amendment became law, and exercised that right 
soon after in the November elections. More than 13,000 
Richmond women registered and voted in the 1920 election. 

The General Assembly stubbornly withheld its ratification 
until 1952 which was, of course, symbolic. 
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For more information:

Encyclopedia of Virginia
https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/woman_suffrage_in_virginia#start_entry

https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Equal_Suffrage_League_of_Virginia_1909-
1920

https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Valentine_Lila_Meade_1865-
1921#start_entry

Library of Virginia

https://edu.lva.virginia.gov/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/people
/lila_meade_valentine

https://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/dvb/bio.asp?b=Williams_Mary_Mason_And
erson

https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/woman_suffrage_in_virginia
https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Equal_Suffrage_League_of_Virginia_1909-1920
https://www.encyclopediavirginia.org/Valentine_Lila_Meade_1865-1921
https://edu.lva.virginia.gov/online_classroom/shaping_the_constitution/people/lila_meade_valentine
https://www.lva.virginia.gov/public/dvb/bio.asp?b=Williams_Mary_Mason_Anderson

