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W O M E N @ W O R K

THE TRIAL OF SUSAN B.
February didn’t just bring Abe and George

W hen you think of February,
you may think of Presi-
dents Day, with both
Abraham Lincoln’s and
George Washington’s

birthdays landing in the month. But it is also the
birth month of Susan B. Anthony. Reading and
thinking about her life has inspired me to write
about this lesser-known, February-born leader.

We first need to consider what Anthony’s lead-
ership meant in her time. To hear about her actions
years later, when we can take her efforts for grant-
ed, we may not think of them as particularly note-
worthy or brave. But keep in mind her actions took
place from the mid-1800s to the early 1900s when
they constituted a vast change in thinking.

While Anthony was not a lawyer — a role not
held by women during that era — she played a
pivotal role in effectuating social change through
the law. In pursuit of her goals, she famously said,
“Cautious, careful people, always casting about
to preserve their reputations … can never effect
a reform.”

True to her words, throughout her life, Anthony
worked toward civil rights with a focus on advo-
cating for racial and gender equality. She cam-
paigned for the establishment of the 13th Amend-
ment, which abolished slavery as well as for the
right to vote for women and people of all races. In
the quest for equality, Anthony partnered with a
number of other notable figures including Fred-
erick Douglass and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.

Anthony is perhaps best known for her signif-
icant contributions to the women’s suffrage move-
ment and her subsequent arrest and incarceration
in 1872 for casting her vote in the presidential
election in her hometown of Rochester, N.Y.

In the case of United States v. Susan B. An-
t h o n y, Anthony was criminally tried in a United
States federal court. Her trial, while in some ways
unfathomable now, gives an interesting glimpse
into trial standards in the late 1800s. Anthony
was charged under federal law with violating a
New York state law that prohibited women from
voting. At the time, federal law allowed for the
criminal prosecution of anyone who voted in a
congressional election who lacked the lawful right
to vote.

Anthony’s attorney famously argued that An-
thony was entitled to cast her vote because of the
14th Amendment, which provides that “No State

shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge
the privileges or immunities of citizens of the Unit-
ed States.” Her attorney asserted that the 14th
Amendment’s privileges included the right to vote
and the definition of citizen included women.

Her attorney also argued that the 15th Amend-
ment’s reference to the “right to vote” implicitly
included women. While Anthony attempted to tes-
tify on her own behalf, the prosecuting attorney
objected, claiming that she was not a competent
witness. The judge sustained the objection.

In an odd twist, the judge never allowed the
jurors to discuss the case. Instead, he directed
them to find Anthony guilty. Interestingly, in 1895,
the U.S. Supreme Court held that a federal judge
cannot direct a jury to return a verdict of guilty in
a criminal case.

The judge ordered Anthony to pay a $100 fine,
to which Anthony replied, “I shall never pay a dollar
of your unjust penalty.” Despite her refusal to pay,
she was not jailed, likely because her imprison-
ment may have allowed her to petition the
Supreme Court for a writ of habeas corpus.

Anthony’s trial helped raise national awareness
of women’s suffrage, and she appeared before
every Congress from 1869 to 1906 seeking the

right to vote for women. In 1920, 14 years after her
death, the 19th Amendment was finally ratified,
prohibiting states from restricting the right to vote
on the basis of sex.

For much of Anthony’s life, she was persecuted
for advocating for women’s rights. Over the years,
however, society’s opinion of her changed — so
much so that for her 80th birthday, she was invited
to the White House by President William McKin-
ley. In 1979, her portrait appeared on the dollar
coin, becoming the first historical woman to be
depicted on U.S. coinage.

Anthony serves as an example of the ability of a
single individual to advance positive social change,
and she stands in the company of many other
great women who were agents of change, such as
Rosa Parks, Harriet Beecher Stowe and Harriet
Tubman. She is a powerful reminder that we can all
make a difference.
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