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In 1872, Susan B. Anthony, a pioneering figure in the women's suffrage movement, took a bold and
historic step by casting a ballot in the presidential election. Her subsequent arrest was not merely
an act of defiance but a strategic move designed to promote the cause of women’s voting rights. By
understanding her motivations and goals, we gain a deeper appreciation of her role as an activist
and her impact on American history. This article explores what Susan B. Anthony hoped to gain
through her act of civil disobedience and how her actions aimed to promote the broader movement
for women's suffrage.

Historical Context of Susan B. Anthony’s Action

Before delving into her motivations, it’s essential to understand the environment of the time. In
1872:

Women did not have the right to vote in federal or most state elections.

The 14th and 15th Amendments had recently been ratified, granting citizenship and voting
rights based on race and gender to certain groups, but women were explicitly excluded.

The women's suffrage movement was gaining momentum, with activists advocating for equal
voting rights.

Susan B. Anthony was a leading figure, advocating tirelessly for women’s enfranchisement.

Her decision to vote and her subsequent arrest was a calculated act aimed at challenging the legal
and societal barriers to women’s voting rights and drawing national attention to the cause.

What Did Susan B. Anthony Hope To Gain By Her
Arrest?

Her arrest was a strategic move with multiple intertwined objectives. Here are the primary gains
she aimed to achieve:



1. To Legally Challenge the Law Against Women Voting

One of Anthony’s main goals was to put the existing legal restrictions on women’s suffrage to the
test. At the time, the law explicitly prohibited women from voting, and her act of voting was a form
of civil disobedience meant to:

Demonstrate that women were ready and willing to participate in elections.

Show that existing laws were unjust and outdated.

Force courts and lawmakers to confront the issue of women’s suffrage directly.

Her arrest provided a legal case that could be used to challenge the constitutionality of
disenfranchisement based on gender.

2. To Raise Public Awareness and Generate National Attention

Susan B. Anthony recognized that bold, provocative actions could mobilize public opinion. The arrest
served to:

Highlight the injustice of women being denied the right to vote.

Stimulate discussion about women’s rights across the nation.

Press lawmakers and the political establishment to consider women’s suffrage seriously.

Generate media coverage that would reach a broad audience, spreading her message far
beyond suffragists’ circles.

Her act was designed to be a catalyst for public debate and to keep the issue of women’s voting
rights in the national spotlight.

3. To Provide a Moral and Political Test Case

By intentionally casting a ballot and accepting the legal consequences, Anthony aimed to:

Set a precedent for civil disobedience as a legitimate method of protest.

Demonstrate that women were willing to risk punishment to claim their rights.



Encourage other women and activists to challenge unjust laws through similar acts of
resistance.

Her arrest became a symbolic act that underscored the moral urgency of women’s suffrage.

4. To Inspire and Mobilize the Women’s Suffrage Movement

Anthony’s act was not only about legal challenges but also about inspiring women to become active
participants in democracy. Her goals included:

Empowering women to believe that their voices mattered.

Encouraging women to participate in civic life despite societal restrictions.

Building momentum for future actions and campaigns aimed at securing women’s voting
rights.

Her arrest served as a rallying point, galvanizing supporters and strengthening the movement.

Promoting the Cause of Women’s Suffrage

Beyond her personal motivations, Susan B. Anthony’s act of voting and her subsequent arrest sought
to promote several broader objectives within the women’s suffrage movement.

1. Challenging Legal and Social Barriers

Her actions aimed to confront and dismantle the legal barriers that prevented women from voting.
By doing so, she sought to:

Expose the contradictions in American democracy where women were citizens but
disenfranchised.

Help catalyze legal reforms to extend voting rights to women.

Set the stage for future legal battles and amendments advocating women’s suffrage.



2. Building Public Support and Political Will

Anthony believed that visible acts of defiance could sway public opinion and political attitudes. Her
actions intended to:

Convince skeptics of the legitimacy and necessity of women’s voting rights.

Mobilize women and allies to participate actively in the suffrage movement.

Pressure lawmakers to consider amendments and policies supporting women’s
enfranchisement.

3. Creating a Moral and Ethical Argument

Her act was rooted in the belief that women’s participation in democracy was a moral imperative.
She promoted the idea that:

Gender equality is fundamental to justice and fairness.

Women are equally capable of making informed voting decisions.

Excluding women from voting violates the principles of democracy.

Her arrest turned her into a moral symbol, emphasizing the ethical dimensions of women’s suffrage.

4. Influencing Future Legislation and Constitutional Change

While her immediate goal was to challenge existing laws, Anthony also aimed for long-term reform.
Her activism contributed to:

Shaping public policy that would eventually lead to the 19th Amendment in 1920.

Establishing a precedent for civil disobedience as a method of advocacy.

Strengthening the legal and political foundation for women’s voting rights.

Her strategic actions helped lay the groundwork for the eventual constitutional guarantee of
women’s suffrage.



Legacy of Susan B. Anthony’s Act and Its Impact

The act of voting and her subsequent arrest became a pivotal moment in American history. It:

Raised awareness about women’s disenfranchisement.

Mobilized generations of women and activists to continue fighting for suffrage.

Highlighted the importance of civil disobedience as a tool for social change.


