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The Fundamental Principle of a Republic 
 

ANNA HOWARD SHAW 

 
Attaining civil rights for women was a long and arduous struggle. It took more than 70 

years from the Declaration of Sentiments to the ratification, in 1920, of the 19th 

Amendment to the Constitution, which granted all women the right to vote. (Several 

western states had allowed woman suffrage before the turn of the 20th century.) The 

English-born but American-reared physician and (the first American female) Methodist 

minister, Anna Howard Shaw (1847–1919), was a leader in the campaign for woman 

suffrage. She served for 11 years as president of the National American Woman Suffrage 

Association, resigning in 1915 only because the organization chose to take a more 

militant approach than Shaw could support. On June 15, 1915, with a referendum to 

grant women the vote in New York State on the upcoming November ballot, Shaw gave 

this speech (excerpted) at a rally in Ogdenburg, New York, at the City Opera House. The 

1915 referendum failed, but in 1917, New York became one of the first eastern states to 

give women the vote. 

 

Shaw’s main argument seems to be that denying the vote to women is incompatible 

with the fundamental idea of a republic. What then, according to Shaw, makes a republic 

a republic? And why, on this account of a republic, cannot women in a republic be 

denied the suffrage? How convincing do you find her arguments, on both of these points? 

Shaw uses God’s speech in Genesis (2:18)—“It is not good for the man to be alone” 

[Shaw says “to stand alone”]—in support of equal suffrage for woman. Does the biblical 

provision of companionship necessarily imply political equality? (See also Genesis 3:16) 

Shaw says in several places that her male opponents refuse to consider the issue on its 

merits, choosing instead to change the subject to other topics about men and women. Is 

she right in implying that there were no reasonable arguments on the other side? If so, 

why do you think it took so long before Shaw’s ideas were successful? 

 
When I came into your hall tonight, I thought of the last time I was in your city. Twenty-

one years ago I came here with Susan B. Anthony, and we came for exactly the same 

purpose as that for which we are here tonight. Boys have been born since that time and 

have become voters, and the women are still trying to persuade American men to believe 

in the fundamental principles of democracy, and I never quite feel as if it was a fair field 

to argue this question with men, because in doing it you have to assume that a man who 
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professes to believe in a Republican form of government does not believe in a Republican 

form of government, for the only thing that woman’s enfranchisement means at all is that 

a government which claims to be a Republic should be a Republic, and not an 

aristocracy. 

 

The difficulty with discussing this question with those who oppose us is that they 

make any number of arguments but none of them have anything to do with Woman’s 

Suffrage; they always have something to do with something else, therefore the arguments 

which we have to make rarely ever have anything to do with the subject, because we have 

to answer our opponents who always escape the subject as far as possible in order to have 

any sort of reason in connection with what they say. 

 

Now one of two things is true: either a Republic is a desirable form of government, or 

else it is not. If it is, then we should have it, if it is not then we ought not to pretend that 

we have it. We ought at least be true to our ideals, and the men of New York have for the 

first time in their lives, the rare opportunity on the second day of next November, of 

making the state truly a part of the Republic. It is the greatest opportunity which has ever 

come to the men of the state. They have never had so serious a problem to solve before, 

they will never have a more serious problem to solve in any future of our nation’s life, 

and the thing that disturbs me more than anything else in connection with it is that so few 

people realize what a profound problem they have to solve on November 2. It is not 

merely a trifling matter; it is not a little thing that does not concern the state, it is the most 

vital problem we could have, and any man who goes to the polls on the second day of 

next November without thoroughly informing himself in regard to this subject is 

unworthy to be a citizen of this state, and unfit to cast a ballot. 

 

If woman’s suffrage is wrong, it is a great wrong; if it is right, it is a profound and 

fundamental principle, and we all know, if we know what a Republic is, that it is the 

fundamental principle upon which a Republic must rise. Let us see where we are as a 

people; how we act here and what we think we are. The difficulty with the men of this 

country is that they are so consistent in their inconsistency that they are not aware of 

having been inconsistent; because their consistency has been so continuous and their 

inconsistency so consecutive that it has never been broken, from the beginning of our 

Nation’s life to the present time. 

 

If we trace our history back we will find that from the very dawn of our existence as a 

people, men have been imbued with a spirit and a vision more lofty than they have been 
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able to live; they have been led by visions of the sublimest truth, both in regard to 

religion and in regard to government that ever inspired the souls of men from the time the 

Puritans left the old world to come to this country, led by the Divine ideal which is the 

sublimest and the supremest ideal in religious freedom which men have ever known, the 

theory that a man has a right to worship God according to the dictates of his own 

conscience, without the intervention of any other man or any other group of men. And it 

was this theory, this vision of the right of the human soul which led men first to the 

shores of this country. . . .  

 

Never in the history of the world did it dawn upon the human mind as it dawned upon 

your ancestors, what it would mean for men to be free. They got the vision of a 

government in which the people would be the supreme power, and so inspired by this 

vision men wrote such documents as were sent from the Massachusetts legislature, from 

the New York legislature and from the Pennsylvania group over to the Parliament of 

Great Britain, which rang with the profoundest measures of freedom and justice. They 

did not equivocate in a single word when they wrote the Declaration of Independence; no 

one can dream that these men had not got the sublimest ideal of democracy which had 

ever dawned upon the souls of men. But as soon as the war was over and our government 

was formed, instead of asking the question, who shall be the governing force in this great 

new Republic, when they brought those thirteen little territories together, they began to 

eliminate instead of include the men who should be the great governing forces, and they 

said, who shall have the voice in this great new Republic, and you would have supposed 

that such men as fought the Revolutionary War would have been able to answer that 

every man who has fought, everyone who has given up all he has and all he has been able 

to accumulate shall be free, it never entered their minds. 

 

These excellent ancestors of yours had not been away from the old world long enough 

to realize that man is of more value than his purse, so they said every man who has an 

estate in the government shall have a voice; and they said what shall that estate be? And 

they answered that a man who had property valued at two hundred and fifty dollars will 

be able to cast a vote, and so they sang “The land of the free and the home of the brave.” 

And they wrote into their Constitution, “All males who pay taxes on $250 shall cast a 

vote,” and they called themselves a Republic, and we call ourselves a Republic, and they 

were not quite so much of a Republic that we should be called a Republic yet. We might 

call ourselves angels, but that wouldn’t make us angels, you have got to be an angel 

before you are an angel, and you have got to be a Republic before you are a Republic. 
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Now what did we do? Before the word “male” in the local compacts, they wrote the word 

“Church-members”; and they wrote in the word “taxpayer.” 

 

Then there arose a great Democrat, Thomas Jefferson, who looked down into the day 

when you and I are living and saw that the rapidly accumulated wealth in the hands of a 

few men would endanger the liberties of the people, and he knew what you and I know, 

that no power under heaven or among men is known in a Republic by which men can 

defend their liberties except by the power of the ballot, and so the Democratic party took 

another step in the evolution of the Republic out of a monarchy and they rubbed out the 

word “taxpayer” and wrote in the word “white,” and then the Democrats thought the 

millennium had come, and they sang “The land of the free and the home of the brave” as 

lustily as the Republicans had sung it before them and spoke of the divine right of 

motherhood with the same thrill in their voices and at the same time they were selling 

mothers’ babies by the pound on the auction block—and mothers apart from their babies. 

 

Another arose who said a man is not a good citizen because he is white, he is a good 

citizen because he is a man, and the Republican party took out that progressive 

evolutionary eraser and rubbed out the word “white” from before the word “male” and 

could not think of another word to put in there—they were all in, black and white, rich 

and poor, wise and otherwise, drunk and sober; not a man left out to be put in, and so the 

Republicans could not write anything before the word “male,” and they had to let the 

little word, “male” stay alone by itself. 

 

And God said in the beginning, “It is not good for man to stand alone.” That is why 

we are here tonight, and that is all that woman’s suffrage means; just to repeat again and 

again that first declaration of the Divine, “It is not good for man to stand alone,” and so 

the women of this state are asking that the word “male” shall be stricken out of the 

Constitution altogether and that the Constitution stand as it ought to have stood in the 

beginning and as it must before this state is any part of a Republic. Every citizen 

possessing the necessary qualifications shall be entitled to cast one vote at every election, 

and have that vote counted. We are not asking as our Anti-Suffrage friends think we are, 

for any of awful things that we hear will happen if we are allowed to vote; we are simply 

asking that that government which professes to be a Republic shall be a Republic and not 

pretend to be what it is not. 

 

Now what is a Republic? Take your dictionary, encyclopedia lexicon or anything else 

you like and look up the definition and you will find that a Republic is a form of 
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government in which the laws are enacted by representatives elected by the people. Now 

when did the people of New York ever elect their own representatives? Never in the 

world. The men of New York have, and I grant you that men are people, admirable 

people, as far as they go, but they only go half way. There is still another half of the 

people who have not elected representatives, and you never read a definition of a 

Republic in which half of the people elect representatives to govern the whole of the 

people. That is an aristocracy and that is just what we are. We have been many kinds of 

aristocracies. We have been a hierarchy of church members, then an oligarchy of sex. . . .  

 

Now I want to make this proposition, and I believe every man will accept it. Of 

course he will if he is intelligent. Whenever a Republic prescribes the qualifications as 

applying equally to all the citizens of the Republic, when the Republic says in order to 

vote, a citizen must be twenty-one years of age, it applies to all alike, there is no 

discrimination against any race or sex. When the government says that a citizen must be a 

native-born citizen or a naturalized citizen that applies to all; we are either born or 

naturalized, somehow or other we are here. Whenever the government says that a citizen, 

in order to vote, must be a resident of a community a certain length of time, and of the 

state a certain length of time and of the nation a certain length of time, that applies to all 

equally. There is no discrimination. . . .  

 

But when the government says not only that you must be twenty-one years of age, a 

resident of the community and native born or naturalized, those are qualifications, but 

when it says that an elector must be a male, that is not a qualification for citizenship; that 

is an insurmountable barrier between one half of the people and the other half of the 

citizens and their rights as citizens. No such nation can call itself a Republic. It is only an 

aristocracy. That barrier must be removed before the government can become a Republic, 

and that is exactly what we are asking right now, that the last step in the evolutionary 

process be taken on November 2d. and that this great state of New York shall become in 

fact as it is in theory, a part of a government of the people, by the people, and for the 

people. 

 

Men know the inconsistencies themselves; they realize it in one way while they do 

not realize it in another, because you never heard a man make a political speech when he 

did not speak of this country as a whole as though the thing existed which does not exist 

and that is that the people were equally free, because you hear them declare over and over 

again on the Fourth of July “under God the people rule.” They know it is not true, but 

they say it with a great hurrah, and they repeat over and over again that clause from the 
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Declaration of Independence. “Governments derive their just powers from the consent of 

the governed,” and they see how they can prevent half of us from giving our consent to 

anything, and then they give it to us on the Fourth of July in two languages, so if it is not 

true in one it will be in the other, “vox populi, vox Dei.” “The voice of the people is the 

voice of God,” and the orator forgets that in the people’s voice there is a soprano as well 

as a bass. 

 

If the voice of the people is the voice of God, how are we ever going to know what 

God’s voice is when we are content to listen to a bass solo? Now if it is true that the voice 

of the people is the voice of God, we will never know what the Deity’s voice in 

government is until the bass and soprano are mingled together, the result of which will be 

the divine harmony. Take any of the magnificent appeals for freedom, which men make, 

and rob them of their universal application and you take the very life and soul out of 

them. . . .  

 

Now men are usually very fair to each other. I think the average man recognizes that 

he has no more right to anything at the hands of the government than has every other 

man. He has no right at all to anything to which every other man has not an equal right 

with himself. He says, “Why have I a right to certain things in the government; why have 

I a right to life and liberty; why have I a right to this or this?” Does he say, “Because I am 

a man?” Not at all, because I am human, and being human I have a right to everything 

which belongs to humanity, and every right which any other human being has, I have. 

And then he says of his neighbor, and my neighbor he also is human, therefore every 

right which belongs to me as a human being, belongs to him as a human being, and I have 

no right to anything under the government to which he is not equally entitled. . . .  

 

We have our theories, our beliefs, but as suffragists we have but one belief, but one 

principle, but one theory and that is the right of a human being to have a voice in the 

government, under which he or she lives, on that we agree, if on nothing else. Whether 

we agree or not on religion or politics we are concerned. . . . We had no concern either as 

to what we believe as religionists or as to what we believe as women in regard to theories 

of government, except that one fundamental theory in the right of democracy. We do not 

believe in this fad or the other, but whenever any question is to be settled in any 

community, then the people of that community shall settle that question, the women 

people equally with the men people. That is all there is to it, and yet when it comes to 

arguing our case they bring up all sorts of arguments, and the beauty of it is they always 

answer all their own arguments. They never make an argument, but they answer it. . . .  
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Now what does it matter whether the women will vote as their husbands do or will 

not vote; whether they have time or have not; or whether they will vote for prohibition or 

not. What has that to do with the fundamental question of democracy, no one has yet 

discovered. But they cannot argue on that; they cannot argue on the fundamental basis of 

our existence so that they have to get off on all of these side tracks to get anything 

approaching an argument. So they tell you that democracy is a form of government. It is 

not. It was before governments were; it will prevail when governments cease to be; it is 

more than a form of government; it is a great spiritual force emanating from the heart of 

the Infinite, transforming human character until some day, some day in the distant future, 

man by the power of the spirit of democracy, will be able to look back into the face of the 

Infinite and answer, as man can not answer today, “One is our Father, even God, and all 

we people are the children of one family.” 

 

And when democracy has taken possession of human lives no man will ask from him 

to grant to his neighbor, whether that neighbor be a man or woman; no man will then be 

willing to allow another man to rise to power on his shoulders, nor will he be willing to 

rise to power on the shoulders of another prostrate human being. But that has not yet 

taken possession of us, but some day we will be free, and we are getting nearer and 

nearer to it all the time; and never in the history of our country had the men and women 

of this nation a better right to approach it than they have today; never in the history of the 

nation did it stand out so splendidly as it stands today . . .  

 


