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Susan B. Anthony’s 1873 speech, "Is It A Crime For A Citizen Of The United
States To Vote?", remains one of the most influential and powerful arguments
in the history of women's suffrage and civil rights. Delivered during a
pivotal time in American history, Anthony’s words challenge societal norms,
question the legitimacy of disenfranchisement, and advocate for the
fundamental right of women to participate in democracy. This article will
explore the historical context of the excerpt, analyze its core messages, and
discuss its enduring significance in the ongoing struggle for voting rights
and gender equality.

Historical Context of Susan B. Anthony's Speech

The Fight for Women's Suffrage

In the late 19th century, women in the United States faced widespread
disenfranchisement. The Constitution explicitly granted voting rights to male
citizens, but women remained excluded from the electoral process. Activists
like Susan B. Anthony dedicated their lives to securing women’s right to
vote, challenging societal and legal barriers.

The 15th Amendment and Its Limitations

The 15th Amendment, ratified in 1870, prohibited denying the right to vote
based on race, but it did not include gender. Many women, particularly
suffragists, felt betrayed by this limitation, perceiving it as a form of
racial and gender discrimination. Anthony’s speech reflects this frustration
and underscores the need for women’s inclusion in voting rights.

The Legal and Social Climate

During this period, voting rights were fiercely contested, and activists
faced arrest, ridicule, and legal obstacles. Susan B. Anthony herself was
tried and convicted for voting illegally in 1872. Her speech was part of a
broader movement to challenge unjust laws and expand democracy to include all
citizens.



Analysis of the Excerpt

The Core Argument: Voting as a Citizen’s Right

Anthony passionately argues that voting is a fundamental right of
citizenship, not a privilege granted by the government. She asserts that
denying women this right is an injustice that undermines the principles of
equality and democracy.

Questioning the Legitimacy of Crime

A central theme in the excerpt is her question: "Is it a crime for a citizen
of the United States to vote?" Anthony’s rhetorical inquiry challenges the
reader to reconsider the morality and legality of laws that prohibit women
from voting, framing such laws as unjust rather than legitimate.

Refuting the Justifications for Disenfranchisement

Anthony criticizes arguments used to justify women’s exclusion from voting,
including notions that women are inherently unfit or that their participation
would disrupt social order. She counters these claims by emphasizing women’s
capacity, intelligence, and desire to contribute to society through civic
participation.

The Moral and Ethical Dimensions

The excerpt appeals to the moral conscience of the audience, emphasizing that
denying women the vote is a violation of natural rights and justice. Anthony
frames voting as a moral obligation that aligns with American ideals of
liberty and equality.

Key Themes in Susan B. Anthony’s Argument

Equality and Justice

At its core, her speech advocates for gender equality, asserting that women
are equal citizens deserving of the same rights as men. She emphasizes that
justice requires recognizing women’s full citizenship rights.

Citizenship and Responsibility

Anthony underscores that voting is a duty of citizenship, not a privilege.



She insists that women, as taxpayers and moral agents, have a right-and a
responsibility—to participate in selecting leaders and shaping laws.

The Power of Civil Disobedience

By intentionally voting illegally, Anthony exemplifies civil disobedience-a
nonviolent resistance to unjust laws. Her act of defiance symbolizes the
struggle for moral and legal reform.

The Impact on Society

Her speech highlights that enfranchising women would strengthen democracy,
promote fairness, and ensure that government truly represents all its
citizens.

The Enduring Significance of the Excerpt

Historical Impact

Susan B. Anthony’s bold stance helped galvanize the women’s suffrage
movement, inspiring future activism and eventually contributing to the
ratification of the 19th Amendment in 1920, which granted women the right to
vote.

Legal and Social Legacy

Her arguments continue to resonate in contemporary debates over voting
rights, gender equality, and civil liberties. The principles she articulated
serve as foundational ideas in ongoing struggles for social justice.

Modern Relevance

Today, discussions about voting access, voter suppression, and gender
equality remain central to American political discourse. Anthony’s call for
universal suffrage and her challenge to unjust laws provide a moral blueprint
for activism.

Lessons from Susan B. Anthony’s Excerpt for
Today’s Readers



Advocate for Justice: Understand the importance of standing against laws
and policies that undermine fundamental rights.

e Participate Actively: Recognize that civic engagement is a
responsibility that shapes democracy.

* Respect Civil Disobedience: Appreciate nonviolent resistance as a
powerful tool for social change.

* Promote Equality: Support efforts to create a more inclusive and
equitable society.

» Reflect on Moral Principles: Consider how ethics and morality inform
laws and civic duties.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Susan B. Anthony’s
Words

Susan B. Anthony’s excerpt from "Is It A Crime For A Citizen Of The United
States To Vote?" remains a compelling testament to the fight for civil rights
and gender equality. Her fearless questioning of unjust laws, her unwavering
belief in the moral right to vote, and her advocacy for societal change
exemplify the power of individual activism. As we continue to confront issues
of voting rights and social justice, her words serve as a reminder that
democracy is strengthened when all citizens are empowered to participate
fully. Her legacy endures, inspiring generations to stand up for justice,
equality, and civic responsibility.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument Susan B. Anthony presents
in her excerpt 'Is It A Crime For A Citizen Of The
United States To Vote?'?

Susan B. Anthony argues that it is not a crime for a citizen to vote and
emphasizes the importance of equal voting rights for women, challenging laws
that deny women the right to participate in elections.



How does Anthony address the legal implications of
women voting in her excerpt?

She contends that laws prohibiting women from voting are unjust and
unconstitutional, asserting that women possess the same rights as men and
should not be penalized for exercising their citizenship.

What historical context surrounds Susan B. Anthony's
statement about voting rights?

The excerpt was written during the 19th century, a time when women lacked the
right to vote, and activists like Anthony were advocating for women's
suffrage and challenging discriminatory laws.

How does Anthony use moral and ethical reasoning to
support women's voting rights?

She appeals to principles of justice, fairness, and equality, asserting that
denying women the right to vote is a moral wrong and that citizens should be
able to fulfill their civic duties without gender discrimination.

What impact did Susan B. Anthony's activism and
writings, like this excerpt, have on the women's
suffrage movement?

Her advocacy and persuasive writings helped galvanize support for women's
suffrage, influencing public opinion and contributing to the eventual passage
of the 19th Amendment granting women the right to vote.

In what ways does Anthony challenge the notion that
voting is solely a privilege rather than a right?

She argues that voting is a fundamental right of citizenship, not a privilege
granted by the government, and that denying women this right violates their
constitutional citizenship.

What rhetorical strategies does Susan B. Anthony
employ in her excerpt to persuade her audience?

Anthony uses logical reasoning, appeals to justice and equality, historical
examples, and moral arguments to effectively persuade her audience about the
legitimacy of women's voting rights.



Additional Resources

Empowering Advocacy: A Deep Dive into Susan B. Anthony’'s "Is It A Crime For A
Citizen Of The United States To Vote?"

Introduction: A Landmark Call for Women's
Voting Rights

Susan B. Anthony’s speech, "Is It A Crime For A Citizen Of The United States
To Vote?", delivered in 1873, stands as one of the most compelling and
foundational texts advocating for women’s suffrage. As a pivotal figure in
the women’s rights movement, Anthony’s words challenge the societal norms of
her time, confront legal and moral arguments against women’s voting rights,
and articulate a powerful case for equality. This excerpt not only reflects
the historical context of post-Civil War America but also resonates as an
enduring call for justice, equality, and civic responsibility.

Historical Context and Significance

Post-Civil War America and the Fight for Equality

- The 1870s was a transformative period in U.S. history, marked by
Reconstruction, the 15th Amendment, and ongoing debates over civil rights.

- While African American men gained the right to vote through the 15th
Amendment (ratified in 1870), women’s suffrage remained unrecognized.

- Women like Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, and others faced
entrenched legal barriers and societal resistance when advocating for women’s
voting rights.

- Anthony’s speech was delivered during her trial for voting illegally in the
1872 presidential election, making her case both personal and political.

Legal and Social Challenges

- The legal system of the time largely ignored women’s agency, asserting that
voting was a privilege exclusive to men.

- Many states explicitly barred women from voting, and the law was often used
to silence women’s political voices.

- Anthony’s bold act of voting challenged these norms and aimed to expose the



injustice embedded in the legal structure.

Key Themes in the Excerpt

Citizenship and Rights

- Anthony emphasizes that women are citizens of the United States, asserting
that citizenship inherently confers certain rights, including voting.

- Her argument hinges on the idea that the right to vote is a fundamental
part of citizenship, not a privilege granted by state or local authorities.
- She questions the legitimacy of laws that deny women this right, framing
the issue as one of justice and constitutional rights.

Legal and Moral Arguments Against Crime

- The central rhetorical question posed by Anthony-"Is it a crime for a
citizen to vote?"-serves as a provocative challenge to the legal system.

- She points out the inconsistency of laws that punish women for exercising
their citizenship rights, highlighting the moral failure of such statutes.
- Anthony underscores that her act of voting was not a crime but a moral
stance against injustice.

Challenging the Notion of Crime

- Anthony argues that if voting is a crime for women, then it is also a crime
for anyone who challenges unjust laws.

- She redefines the act of voting as an exercise of moral duty rather than a
criminal act, framing her defiance as a stand for justice.

- Her perspective transforms the act of voting from a legal transgression to
a moral imperative.

Equality and Justice

- A core theme is the assertion that equality under the law should extend to
women.

- Anthony advocates for a society where gender does not determine one’s
rights or citizenship privileges.

- Her words serve as a call for justice-arguing that denying women the vote
is a violation of their fundamental human rights.



Deep Analysis of Anthony’s Rhetorical
Strategies

Use of Logical Arguments

- Anthony employs logical reasoning to dismantle the notion that women voting
is a crime, emphasizing that:

- Citizenship confers certain rights.

- Laws that deny these rights are unjust.

- Voting is a moral duty and a right, not a privilege.

Appeal to Morality and Justice

- Her language appeals to the audience’s sense of morality, framing her act
of voting as a moral duty in the face of unjust laws.

- She challenges the societal notion that women are inherently unfit for
citizenship responsibilities.

Repetition and Emphasis

- Repetition of key phrases like "Is it a crime?" emphasizes the central
question and underscores her challenge to the legal and moral status quo.
- Her persistent questioning invites listeners and readers to reconsider
their assumptions about gender, law, and justice.

Use of Personal and Collective Identity

- Anthony emphasizes her identity as a citizen and a moral agent, reinforcing
that her actions represent not just her own beliefs but those of countless
women denied their rights.

- Her personal act of voting becomes symbolic of collective resistance.

Impact and Legacy of the Excerpt



Influence on the Suffrage Movement

- Anthony’s speech galvanized the women’s suffrage movement by framing voting
as a moral and legal right.

- Her articulate challenge to the law inspired countless women and activists
to continue advocating for equality.

Legal and Political Ramifications

- The act of voting by women like Anthony highlighted the contradictions
within American democracy.

- Her trial for voting illegally served as a platform to raise awareness and
press for legal reforms.

Enduring Relevance

- The themes of justice, equality, and citizenship in her speech continue to
resonate today.

- Her rhetorical questions remain pertinent in ongoing debates about voting
rights and gender equality.

Critical Reflection on the Excerpt’s Content

Strengths of Anthony’s Argumentation

- Clear articulation of the moral and legal basis for women’s suffrage.
- Effective use of rhetorical questions to provoke critical thinking.

- Personal courage exemplified through her willingness to risk legal
punishment.

Limitations and Criticisms

- Some contemporaries viewed her approach as confrontational or unorthodox.
- The legal system of the time was resistant to change, making her arguments
challenging to implement immediately.

- Nonetheless, her words laid important groundwork for future legal reforms.



Modern-Day Relevance

- Her assertion that voting is a fundamental right remains central to
contemporary discussions on voting access and civil rights.

- The question "Is it a crime?" prompts ongoing reflection on laws that
restrict or disenfranchise marginalized groups.

Conclusion: A Visionary Call for Justice

Susan B. Anthony’s "Is It A Crime For A Citizen Of The United States To
Vote?" stands as a masterful blend of moral conviction, legal reasoning, and
rhetorical brilliance. Her words challenge us to think critically about the
nature of citizenship, justice, and civic responsibility. They serve as a
reminder that progress often requires courage, conviction, and the
willingness to confront injustice head-on. As we reflect on her speech today,
it remains a powerful testament to the enduring struggle for equality and the
fundamental right to participate fully in democratic life.

By dissecting her arguments and understanding her strategic use of language,
we gain insight into the historical struggles for women’s suffrage and the
ongoing fight for civil rights. Anthony’s speech continues to inspire
advocates, reminding us that the fight for justice is both a moral obligation
and a cornerstone of democratic society.

In summary, Susan B. Anthony’s excerpt is not merely a historical artifact
but a living document that challenges us to consider the true meaning of
citizenship, rights, and justice. Her fearless stance and compelling rhetoric
have cemented her legacy as a champion of equality, inspiring generations to
stand up for what is right, regardless of the laws that may seek to suppress
change.
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