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[After her arrest but prior to her trial on charges of voting illegally in the 1872 federal election, Susan B. 
Anthony went on an extensive speaking tour of Monroe County and Ontario County in New York. The 
following text is an excerpt from the speech she gave on that tour.] 

Is it a Crime for a Citizen of the United States to Vote? 
 

[1] Our democratic-republican government is based on the idea of the natural right of each 
individual member thereof to a voice and a vote in making and executing the laws. We assert 
the province of government to be to secure the people in the enjoyment of their unalienable 
rights. We throw to the winds the old dogma that governments can give rights. Before 
governments were organized no one denies that each individual possessed the right to protect 
his own life, liberty, and property. And when one hundred or one million people enter into a free 
government, they do not barter away their natural rights, they simply pledge themselves to 
protect each other in the enjoyment of them through prescribed judicial and legislative tribunals. 
They agree to abandon the methods of brute force in the adjustment of their differences and 
adopt those of civilization. 
 
[2] Nor can you find a word in any of the grand documents left us by the fathers that assumes 
for government the power to create or confer rights. The Declaration of Independence, the 
United States Constitution, the constitutions of the several states, and the organic laws of the 
territories, all alike, propose to protect the people in the exercise of their God-given rights; not 
one of them pretends to bestow rights. 
All men are created equal and endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights; among 
these are life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. That, to secure these, governments are 
instituted among men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed. 
 
[3] Here is no shadow of government authority over rights, no exclusion of any class of men 
from their full and equal enjoyment. Here is pronounced the right of all men, and, 
“consequently,” as the Quaker preacher said, “of all women,” to a voice in the government. And 
here, in this very first paragraph of the Declaration, is the assertion of the natural right of all to 
the ballot; for how can the “consent of the governed” be given if the right to vote be denied? 
Again: “That whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the 
right of the people to alter or abolish it, and to institute a new government, laying its foundations 
on such principles, and organizing its powers in such form, as to them shall seem most likely to 
effect their safety and happiness. 
 
[4] Surely the right of the whole people to vote is here clearly implied. However destructive to 
their happiness this government might become, a disfranchised class could neither alter nor 
abolish it, nor institute a new one, except by the old brute-force method of insurrection and 
rebellion.  

***** 
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[5] The preamble of the Federal Constitution says: “We, the people of the United States, in order 
to form a more perfect union, establish justice, insure domestic tranquility, provide for the 
common defence, promote the general welfare, and secure the blessings of liberty to ourselves 
and our posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.” 
  
[6] It was we the people-not we white male citizens-nor yet we male citizens-but we the whole 
people, who formed this Union; and we formed it, not to give the blessings of liberty, but to 
secure them-not to the half of ourselves and the half of our posterity, but to the whole people, 
women as well as men. And it is downright mockery to talk to women of their enjoyment of the 
blessings of liberty while they are denied the use of the only means of securing them provided 
by this democratic-republican government. 

***** 
[7] And the early journals of Congress show that when the committee reported to that body the 
original articles of confederation, the very first article which became the subject of discussion 
was that respecting equality of suffrage. Article 4th said: “The better to secure and perpetuate 
mutual friendship and intercourse among the people of the different states of this Union, and 
free inhabitants of each of the states (paupers, vagabonds, and fugitives from justice excepted) 
shall be entitled to all the privileges and immunities of the free citizens of the several states.” 
  
[8] Thus, as the very beginning, did the fathers see the necessity of the universal application of 
the great principle of equal rights to all in order to produce the desired result- a harmonious 
Union and a homogeneous people. 

***** 
[17] Article 1st of the New York State constitution says: “No member of this state shall be 
disfranchised or deprived of the rights or privileges secured to any citizen thereof, unless by the 
law of the land or the judgment of his peers.” 
 
[18] And so carefully guarded is the citizen’s right to vote, that the constitution makes special 
mention of all who may be excluded. It says: “Laws may be passed excluding from the right of 
suffrage all persons who have been or may be convicted of bribery, larceny, or any infamous 
crime.” 

***** 
[19] The only seeming permission in the New York State constitution for the disfranchisement of 
women is in the 1st art. 2d: “Every male citizen of the age of 21, etc., shall be entitled to vote.” 
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[20] But I submit, that in view of the explicit assertions of the right for the whole people, both in 
the preamble and previous article of the constitution, this omission of the adjective “female” in 
the 2d, should not be construed into a denial; but instead, counted as of no effect, in view of the 
direct prohibition, “No member of this state shall be disfranchised, unless by the law of the land, 
or the judgment of his peers.” “This supreme law of the land,” is the United States Constitution, 
and there is no provision in that document that can be fairly construed into a permission to the 
states to deprive any class of their citizens of their right to vote. Hence New York can get no 
power from that source to disfranchise one entire half of its members. 

***** 
26] For any state to make sex a qualification that must ever result in the disfranchisement of an 
entire half of the people, is to pass a bill of attainder, or ex post facto law, and is, therefore, a 
violation of the supreme law of the land. The blessings of liberty are forever withheld from 
women and their posterity. To them this government has no just powers derived from the 
consent of the governed. To women this government is not a democracy; it is not a republic; it is 
an odious aristocracy-a hateful oligarchy of sex!! And this in the face of sec. 4 of article 4th, 
which says, “The United States shall guarantee to every state in this Union a republican form of 
government.” What, I ask you, is the distinctive difference between an inhabitant of a 
monarchical and those of a republican form of government? Save that in the monarchical the 
people are subjects-helpless, powerless-bound to obey laws made by superiors, while in the 
republican the people are citizens, all clothed with equal power to make and unmake both their 
laws and law-makers.  

***** 
[28] But, it is urged, the use of the masculine pronouns, he, his, and him, in all the constitutions 
is proof that only men were meant to be included in their provisions. If you insist on this version 
of the letter of the law, we shall insist that you be consistent and accept the other horn of the 
dilemma, and exempt women from taxation for the support of the government and from the 
penalties for the violation of laws. 
  
[29] A year ago I was at Walla Walla, Washington Territory. I saw there a theatrical company 
called the “Pixley Sisters,” playing before crowded houses every night of the whole week of the 
territorial fair. The eldest of those three fatherless girls was scarcely eighteen; yet every night a 
United States officer stretched out his long fingers and clutched $6 of the proceeds of the 
exhibitions of those orphan girls, who but a few years before were half starvlings in the streets 
of the capital of that far-off northwest territory. So the poor widow, who keeps a boardinghouse, 
manufactures shirts, or sells apples and peanuts on the street corners, is compelled to pay 
taxes from her scanty pittance. I would that the women of this Republic at once resolve never 
again to submit to taxation until their right to vote is recognized. 

***** 
[33] The statute of New York reads: “Every person shall be assessed in the town or ward where 
he resides when the assessment is made, for all the lands owned by him,” etc. 
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[34] And again: “Every collector shall call at least once on the person taxed, or at his usual place 
of residence, and shall demand payment of the taxes charged on him.”  
 
[35] The same is true of all criminal laws: “No person shall be compelled to be a witness against 
himself,” etc. 

***** 
[42] The only question left to be settled here is, are women persons? And I hardly believe any of 
our opponents will have the hardihood to say they are not! Being persons, then women are 
citizens; and no state has a right to make any new law, or enforce any old law, that shall abridge 
their privileges or immunities. 

***** 
[88] Benjamin F. Butler, in a recent letter to me said, “I do not believe anybody in Congress 
doubts that the Constitution authorizes the right of women to vote, precisely as it authorizes trial 
by jury and many other like rights guaranteed to citizens;” and again General Butler said, “It is 
not laws we want; there are plenty of laws, good enough too. Administrative ability to enforce 
law is the great want of the age; in this country especially. Everybody talks of law, law. If 
everybody would insist on the enforcement of law, the government would stand on a firmer 
basis; and questions would settle themselves.” And lastly, President Grant, in his late message 
to Congress, speaks approvingly of the disbursements through the Department of Justice 
having been “increased by the recent acts of Congress to enforce the rights of citizens of the 
United States to vote in several states of the Union.” Again he speaks of lawless men combining 
“to deprive other citizens of the rights guaranteed to them by the Constitution of the United 
States, and then says, I do not doubt that a great majority of the people in all parts of the 
country favor full enjoyment by all classes of persons of those rights to which they are entitled 
under the Constitution and laws. And I invoke the aid and influence of all good citizens to 
prevent, by all lawful means, any interference with those rights.” 
  
[89] And it is upon this conclusion of “the citizens’ constitutional right to vote” that our National 
Woman Suffrage association has based its argument and action for the last four years. We no 
longer petition legislature nor congress to give us the right to vote. We appeal to the women 
everywhere to assume their too long neglected “citizen’s right to vote.” We appeal to the 
inspectors of elections everywhere to receive the votes of all United States citizens as it is their 
duty to do. We appeal to United States commissioners and marshals to arrest the inspectors 
who reject the names and votes of United States citizens, as it is their duty to do, and leave 
alone those who, like our eighth ward inspectors, perform their duties faithfully and well.  
 
[90] We ask the courts to render true and unprejudiced opinions of the law, and wherever there 
is room for a doubt to give its benefit on the side of liberty and equal rights to all citizens, 
remembering that “the true rule of interpretation under our national constitution, especially since 
its amendments, is that anything for human rights is constitutional, everything against human 
rights unconstitutional.” 
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[91] We ask the juries to fail to return a verdict of “guilty” against honest, law-abiding, tax paying 
United States citizens for offering their votes, at our elections. Or against intelligent, worthy 
young men, inspectors of elections, for receiving and counting such citizens’ votes. 
  
[92] And it is on this line that we propose to fight our battle for the ballot-all peaceably, but 
nevertheless persistently through to complete triumph, when all United States citizens shall be 
recognized as equals before the law. 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 


