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Would Susan B. Anthony be an Obama supporter today?
Obama signs planted on a home of Susan B. Anthony raise questions of her politics
By Bob Gardinier
Published 8:23 p.m., Thursday, November 1, 2012
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Sign anonymously placed on the property where Susan B. Anthony grew up in Battenville, part of Greenwich, NY, in October 2012.
(Photo provided by Lisa Boehle)

 

GREENWICH — Recent political mischief has raised
a question: Would suffragist Susan B. Anthony put a
"Vote for Obama" sign on her front lawn?

The issue arose last week when, out of the blue,
homemade political signs were planted around the
Battenville house where the famed women's rights
advocate spent most of her teen years. It was where
she learned some harsh lessons of the male-
dominated culture in the early to mid-1800s.
Historians said the experiences fueled her
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rebellious nature.

Signs with the messages "End the war on women
now. Vote Obama" and "Susan B. Anthony would be
appalled by the chauvinistic antics of the GOP. Vote
Obama" were placed on the lawn of the home that is
on the state and national Registers of Historic Places
sometime in the past two weeks. The posters were
uprooted by workers from the state Office of Parks,

Recreation and Historic Preservation because politicking is not allowed on state-controlled
properties, officials said.

Anthony scholar and writer Teri Gay of Charlton said Anthony lived in a very different era of
American history when Republicans, Anthony's party for years, were the progressives and
Democrats conservative.

"I would offer the opinion that it might be hard to speculate on Susan B. Anthony's feelings
about the slogans — or her supposed endorsement of Obama," Gay said.

Anthony lived at a time when women had no property rights and were treated as second-class
citizens. If they worked, their pay was less than a man's for the same job and their husbands or
fathers took control of what salaries women earned. Anthony saw this practice at her father's
nearby mill on the Battenkill. Anthony's school refused to teach women long division,
reasoning that "A woman would have no need for it," she wrote.

Anthony and fellow women's rights advocate Elizabeth Cady Stanton allied themselves with
Republicans at the end of the Civil War when they worked for the passage of the 13th, 14th and
15th amendments to the U.S. Constitution — to give blacks freedom, citizenship and the right
to vote, respectively, Gay said.

"Their strategy being that surely women would be granted the right to vote when black males
were given it," Gay said. "To their amazement, and horror, the 15th Amendment did not grant
women suffrage."

That caused Anthony to revolt and join the conservative Democrats. She devoted 50 years to
the women's suffrage movement, but did not live to see women gain the right to vote with the
1920 passage of the 19th Amendment.

Neighbors of the house believe the signs were placed there by those opposed to the vocal
conservative pro-life movement among the GOP ranks concerning reproductive rights of
women. Anti-abortion rhetoric has surfaced this year during the presidential campaigning
between President Barack Obama and Republican challenger Mitt Romney and among several
candidates for other offices.

"She would be extremely upset with the talk from super-conservative males in regards to
woman's rights in this election," said Lisa Boehle, who lives near the house with her husband,
Mark. "We are having to refight the fight and she would agree with Obama's politics."

Scholars have noted Anthony never specifically delved into the politics of abortion, only
mentioning it as one of the ugly consequences of the rampant alcohol abuse of the male-
dominated society in which she lived and against which she fought.

"She was a very politically astute and savvy leader and it is only left for us, today, to ponder if
she would be an Obama supporter or a Romney supporter," Gay said. "One thing is for sure:
She would be appalled that the Equal Rights Amendment, proposed in 1923 by one of her
successors in the women's movement, Alice Paul, still has not become law in the U.S."

It is not part of the U.S. Constitution because only 35 of the necessary 38 states (the
constitutionally required three-fourths) have ratified the ERA.

bgardinier@timesunion.com • 518-454-5696 • @BobGardinier
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