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A Briel Note Regarding Ternunology:

Terminology in South African history is always slippery, but it becomes increasingly
problematic in a comparative framework. The terms “African American” and “black” will be used
to describe Americans of African decent while “nonwhite” will be used to describe South Africans
of African heritage. Although a significant Indian population lived in the British South African
colony of Natal, this study will focus on indigenous Aficans and those of mixed heritage. When
analysis specilically deals with indigenous South Afizcans, it will be noted through the term “black

African.” The term “Coloured” will be used an y time discussion turns to racially heterogeneous
South Africans of black Afiican, European, and Khoisan decent.




Introduction: Embarking on Two Journeys

Sometimes the winds of political change fail to move nations consistently forward or backward.
Often the winds appear to move a citizenry in one direction, but then they dramatically deviate
from their original course. Sometimes these winds languish and nations stagnate entirely.

More than one hundred years ago in North America and on the southern-tip of continental
Africa, women’s rights movements found that endorsing principles of equality gained them little
traction in their quest for the vote. Instead, white male politicians in both regions dismissed
women’s attempts to secure full citizenship and focused on the status of nonwhite men.
Following suit with the increasingly racist character of national politics, American and South
African suffragettes turned away from their more tolerant pasts and epitomized just how fully
“campaigns for civic rights and equality can in fact depend on invocations of [their] supposed
antimonies—prejudice and exclusion.” The twentieth-century ﬁolitical systems of “Jim Crow”
and Apartheid segregation, both infamous for drastically curtailing the political, economic, and
social mobility of nonwhites, developed alongside rather than in spite of suffragette activity.

American and South African women respectively garnered the vote in 1920 and 1930,
but suffrage movements signified more than an acquisition of political rights. As activists
paraded in victory, stowed away their ticker tape, and slowly disassembled the vast political
networks they created to secure the vote, they closed the door on campaigns that reinforced

rather than discredited racial hierarchies.

! Pamela Scully, “White Maternity and Black Infancy: The Rhetoric of Race in the South African
Women’s Suffrage Movement, 1895-1930" in Women'’s Suffrage in the British Empire:

Citizenship, Nation, and Race, ed. lan Christopher Fletcher, Laura E. Nym Mayhall, and Philippa
Levine (New York: Routledge, 2000), 70.




Historians in both regions, however, tended to concentrate on male perpetrators of
racism. When cultural historians addressed how and why white Americans united behind the
prejudiced “strange career” of Jim Crow, they often disregarded women’s suffrage promoters’
activities.” In Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory, David Blight admitted
that he failed to fully develop the “the gendered character” of white unification and the rise of
racial segregation.’ South African historian Vivian Bickford-Smith described the British settlers’
contribution to the rise of racial segregation in early twentieth-century South Africa, but failed to
explore the role of suffragettes in promoting the system. According to Bickford-Smith, male
politicians promoted Afrikaner “teleological” racism, the view that maintaining a racial hierarchy
served as the primary purpose of government.*

Although impressive comparative studies on race relations in the United States and South
Africa emerged, they too limited discussion to males. The Strange Career of Jim Crow, C. Vann
Woodward’s groundbreaking study of the American South, was the first work to address the
similarities in American and South African race relations. Woodward made steps toward cross-
national comparison when he emphasized the significance in the American context of eloquent
statements made by anti-Apartheid activist Alan Paton. As South African racial segregation
grew in strength and rigidity throughout the mid twentieth-century, the Civil Rights movement
created opportunities for political, economic, and social integration. Paton poetically summarized
the effect of Apartheid on mid-twentieth century white South Africans when he claimed that the

South African “man [was] caught on the face of a cliff,” a cliff from which “he [could] not go

2 C. Vann Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow (New York: Oxford University Press, 1957).
3 David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge: The
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001), 2.

4 Vivian Bickford-Smith, “South African Urban History, Racial Segregation and the Unique Case of
Cape Town?” Journal of South African Studies 21 (1995), 73.




down” nor continue to live above. Entitling his own chapter “The Man on the Cliff,” Woodward
believed that the 1950s United States “no longer indentified herself with South Africa,” but as
Americans began turning away from their own system of racial segregation, they “watch[ed]
[South Africans] with pity.”

Historian George Fredrickson examined the contours of the rocky “cliffs” of both
countries, but he left the role of women out of his narrative. Contributing significantly to the
discipline of comparative history, Fredrickson aptly described how an American and South
African “cross-national comparative history...made the experiences of [the] individual nations
more meaningful.”® Yet like cultural historians in both regions, he focused almost entirely on the
role of men in promoting and expanding racial inequality. From his book one mi ght assume that
“herrenvolk societ[ies],” civilizations that limited voting rights to the dominant white group,
developed due to the actions of American and South African males alone.’

American historian Aileen S. Kraditor eventually broke this silence and explored the
relationship between women’s suffrage and race. Kraditor argued that the American suffrage
movement began by advocating universal rights, but then it adopted a flexible and racist strategy
based on expedience. Kraditor claimed that northern suffragettes, facing a “South Question” over
the status of recently emancipated slaves, employed racist rhetoric in order to curry favor with

politicians below the Mason-Dixon Line. Suffragettes, unable to achieve success on their own,

) Woodward, The Strange Career of Jim Crow,121-122.
6 George Fredrickson, The Comparative Imagination: On the History of Racism, Nationalism, and
Social Movements (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1997), 5.
7 Fredrickson, White Supremacy, xii.




promoted an exclusive, white woman’s franchise as a practical attempt to persuade racist and
xenophobic males to support women’s suffrage.’

Revisionists added another analytical layer to the study of women'’s suffrage, contending
that suffragettes’ public shift from egalitarian to racist propaganda reflected an increasingly
powerful “imperialistic mentality” in the United States and South Africa. Beginning in the
1990s, Louise Michele Newman, Allison L. Sneider and Pamela Scully argued that from the very
beginning an omnipresent belief in the “natural hierarchies between men and women or between
races” colored suffragettes’ sentiments.” Both Newman and Sneider correlated the intensification
of American suffragettes’ racist language with the United States’ annexation of Puerto Rico,
Samoa, and the Philippines between the 1870s and 1890s. These historians argued that
suffragettes’ increasingly racist rhetoric followed suit with the U.S. government’s attempt to

subjugate nonwhites abroad. Like Newman and Sneider, South African historian Pamela Scully

claimed that suffrage campaigns “must be understood in relation to the nation’s civilizing
missions and imperializing projects.”10 Scully asserted that following union in 1910, South
Africa became a federated, home-ruled colony of Great Britain with imperialistic aims of its
own. As South African whites further entrenched themselves in indigenous land and grappled
with Zulu rebellions in Natal, suffragettes used “racially-coded ideologies of uplifiment and
degradation” to place a “colonial condition” on nonwhites.""

In the hopes of contributing to the work of Kraditor and the revisionists, this paper will

¥ Aileen S. Kraditor, The Ideas of the Woman Suffrage Movement, 1890-1920 (New York:

Columbia University Press, 1965), 163-164.

® Louise Michele Newman, White Women's Rights: The Racial Origins of Feminism in the United States
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 17, Allison L. Sneider, Suffragists in an Imperial Age: U.S.
Expansion and the Woman Question, 1870-1929. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008),13, Scully,
“White Maternity and Black Infancy,” 69.
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explore the role of suffrage in reinforcing and reflecting American and South African
reconciliation and nation-building. Kraditor recognized a crucial shift in suffrage rhetoric, but
she inaccurately portrayed suffragettes as true believers in natural rights speech who only shifted
their language in order to gain the favor of male politicians. Revisionists focused on suffrage
through an imperial perspective and did not emphasize a marked dialectic between postwar
national reconciliation efforts and suffrage activism.

Aside from brief summaries of both movements in transnational women’s history pieces,
a comparative study of American and South African women’s suffrage has yet to be attempted.'?
The United States’ suffrage movement spanned from 1848 to 1920 while the South African

campaign extended from 1895 to 1930. Though disparate in chronology, thematic parallels in the

evolution of American politics from 1848-1920 and South African government from 1895-1930
are quite striking. American and South African suffrage movements both developed amidst
dramatic and eventually violent civil conflicts. Both causes surfaced before the nationwide Civil
and South African Wars and shifted their rhetoric following the conflicts’ conclusions. Each
movement grappled with the most extreme and racist segments of society and each shaped their
organizations in order to incorporate these segments. In two nations so inextricably marked by
government-condoned racism, how suffrage campaigns managed to navigate this difficult terrain
and how heavily prejudice effected their actions warrants scholarly attention.

In my analysis of the role of race in American and South African women’s rights
movements, I will illustrate both clear differences and overarching areas of similarity in the

regional histories. First, how did the distinct American and South African founding political

2 Ellen DuBois, “Women’s Suffrage Around the World: Three Phases of Suffragists Internationalism,”

in Suffrage and Beyond: International Feminist Perspectives ed. Caroline Daley and Melanie Nolan
(New York: New York, University Press, 1994), 331-348.



rhetoric shape the nature and journey of the suffrage movements? Did specific events or political
trends alter ideology? Lastly, to what extent did suffrage movements® postwar language reflect
larger efforts toward national reconciliation following the Civil and South African Wars?

In order to forthrightly address the relationship between women’s rights movements,
racist rhetoric, and public opinion, this paper will rely almost entirely on published propaganda
for primary sources. Although Kraditor and subsequent historians used public propaganda to
decipher the individual sentiments of suffragettes and the role of imperialism in encouraging
racist language, these documents should be directly examined in the context of the Civil and
South African Wars. Through periodicals, speeches, and government hearings, the historian can
gauge suffragettes’ evolving use of racist tactics in the context of regional and sectional
conflicts.

This paper will argue that the different political foundations of the United States and
South Africa consistently shaped the parameters and the longevity of the egalitarian and the
racist public rhetoric of suffragettes. In the United States, despite a history marked by black
slavery and racial oppression, political foundations rested on “natural rights” rhetoric that
supposedly required liberty and equality for all. In South Africa, on the other hand, the
unabashedly prejudiced language of the political foundations led suffragettes’ towards a more
outwardly racist discourse.

As national governments moved beyond the Civil and South African Wars and united
American and South African white male citizens, suffragettes found that achieving the vote
required them to embrace rather than deviate from their nations’ rhetorical heritage. In the years
leading up to 1920, American activists attempted to reconcile northern and southern members by

conforming to the dual American tenets of egalitarian and racist rhetoric. In contrast, South

-



African suffragettes unified ethnic factions by completely subordinating tolerant language to
racism. Although both finally achieved the women’s ri ght to vote, neither American nor South
African activists were able to create independent movements based on gender equality. Instead,

they illustrated the challenges inherent in counteracting fortified, national traditions of

intolerance.



10

Part One: Mapping the Parameters
American and South African Founding Rhetoric

Just as history helps today’s academics and politicians put contemporary struggles into proper
context, scaling back from American and South African women’s suffrage movements and
examining' the political foundations of both nations ensures a more thoughtful comparison of the
movements themselves. From their very inceptions, the political foundations of the United States
and the former South African colonies shaped the character of suffragists’ rhetoric. Although
comparing the American nation to South African colonies and republics may appear disjointed,
these were the political foundations that predated and shaped women’s suffrage in 1848 and
1895. Despite their broad similarities as European settler colonies before the active years of
women’s suffrage, the natural rights rhetoric in the United States’ founding documents differed : |
markedly from the outwardly racist speech expounded in South African constitutions.
Inextricably tied to the legacy of the Declaration of Independence, United States’
political rhetoric outwardly promoted “equality” and “liberty” from the colonial era onward.
Thomas Jefferson helped institute the precepts of American democracy by chémpioning the
concept of universal natural rights in the Declaration. Writing on behalf of all “rebels” during the
American Revolutionary War, Jefferson claimed that “all men [were] created equal” and that
“they [were] endowed with certain unalienable rights.”"?
Far from serving as temporary wartime propaganda, Jefferson's creed was cemented into

American law in the Bill of Rights. Not only did the first ten amendments enumerate specific

individual rights, but Amendment IX warned that their articulation should “not be construed to

* Thomas Jefferson, “The Declaration of Independence,” Archiving Early America, http://www.early
america.com/earlyamerica/freedom/doi/text.html] (accessed January 1, 2009).
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