
2025–2026 Social Science Resource Guide • Revised June 23, 2025
22

women’s suffrage became the law of the land, only 
thirty-five percent of eligible women cast a ballot. 
In 1924, turnout among women dropped to thirty-
four percent.75 African-American women, the vast 
majority of whom still lived in the South, remained 
largely disenfranchised due to the formal and informal 
restrictions on Black voting in place throughout the 
region. Women who did vote in the 1920s did not 
diverge from male voting patterns. Despite the widely 
anticipated power newly enfranchised women were 
expected to wield, no cohesive voting bloc emerged, 
and the powerhouse organizations of the suffrage 
movement foundered. Catt’s NAWSA peaked at 2 
million members in 1920; by 1930 membership of its 
successor organization, the League of Women Voters, 
stood at 100,000, a ninety-five percent decline.76 

Paul’s NWP fared no better. After 1920, the NWP 
pivoted to mobilize for an Equal Rights Amendment 
(ERA) that sought an explicit constitutional guarantee 
against discrimination “on the basis of sex.” Although 
it was revived in the 1970s, the push for an ERA 
failed in no small part due to vigorous state and 
national opposition from the League of Women Voters. 
The League feared the ERA would erase hard-won 
gender-based legislation like mother’s pensions and 
laws protecting women workers. While women’s 
organizations continued to exert influence and lobby 
for specific policies and issues, without the common 
goal of suffrage to unite them, many splintered along 
racial, class, and ideological lines. Even the Sheppard-
Towner Maternity Act of 1921, a hard-won, crowning 
achievement of women progressives that secured 

governmental funding to provide health care and other 
services to mothers and children, was unceremoniously 
phased out when Congress halted appropriations to 
the program in 1929. As we will discuss in Section 
III, while the Nineteenth Amendment failed to 
revolutionize American politics, it did herald seismic 
shifts for women in other areas of American society as 
old gender norms gave way to those of a new era. 

A RETURN TO “NORMALCY”: 
REPUBLICAN RULE RETURNS 
TO WASHINGTON
President Warren G. Harding and 
the Election of 1920 
Few people, including Warren G. Harding himself, 
predicted his rapid political ascendancy to the nation’s 
highest office. Harding was a life-long Republican 
who loyally followed the party line. Presidents 
William McKinley and William Howard Taft, both 
fellow Ohioans, served as his political role models. 
The owner of The Marian Daily Star, a moderately 
successful small-town newspaper, Harding excelled 
in the personal networking and backroom dealmaking 
that characterized local partisan politics at the turn of 
the century. Harding used these skills to vault from the 
Ohio state legislature to the U.S. Senate in 1916. 

An unremarkable junior senator and an intellectual 
lightweight, Harding’s bid for the Republican 
nomination in 1920 initially appeared dead-on-arrival. 
Harding’s lackluster performance in the Republican 
primaries left him a distant sixth place (out of eight 
candidates). Harding received a paltry 36,795 total 
votes out of a total 1,089,307 cast in all contests and 
won only his home state of Ohio.77 At the Republican 
presidential convention, however, the assembled 
delegates finally nominated Harding on the tenth ballot 
as an inoffensive compromise candidate acceptable 
to both the conservative and progressive wings of the 
party. While Harding possessed a flowery vocabulary, 
he was not a particularly compelling speaker and was 
largely unconcerned with policy. Tall and handsome, 
Harding’s most appealing trait may have been his 
ordinariness. After eight years of Wilson, the nation 
had grown weary of great men with ambitious plans.

Instead, the American people seemed to crave 
someone relatable. To borrow a modern cliché, they 
wanted a president with whom they could imagine 

Suffragists march in October 1917, displaying placards 
containing the signatures of over one million New York women 

demanding the right to vote.
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