
the trial of susan b anthony

the trial of susan b anthony stands as a landmark event in the history of women's suffrage and civil rights
in the United States. This trial, held in 1873, centered on Anthony's act of voting illegally in the 1872
presidential election, a bold challenge to the laws that excluded women from the electorate. Her arrest and
subsequent prosecution brought national attention to the women's suffrage movement and highlighted the
legal and social barriers women faced. The trial showcased Anthony’s unwavering commitment to equality
and sparked widespread debate about voting rights and constitutional interpretation. This article delves into
the historical context, the details of the trial, the key legal arguments presented, and the trial’s lasting
impact on the women’s rights movement and American society. By exploring these facets, readers will
gain a thorough understanding of the trial of Susan B. Anthony and its significance in the broader struggle
for gender equality.

Historical Context of Susan B. Anthony’s Arrest

The Arrest and Charges Against Susan B. Anthony

Legal Proceedings During the Trial

Key Arguments and Defense Strategies

Outcome and Sentencing

Impact on the Women’s Suffrage Movement

Legacy of the Trial in American History

Historical Context of Susan B. Anthony’s Arrest
The trial of Susan B. Anthony cannot be fully understood without examining the social and political climate
of the United States in the mid-19th century. During this era, women were largely excluded from
participating in elections and held limited legal rights. The 15th Amendment, ratified in 1870, prohibited
denying the right to vote based on race, color, or previous servitude but notably did not extend voting
rights to women. Anthony, a prominent suffragist and activist, viewed this exclusion as a violation of
constitutional principles.

The women's suffrage movement had been gaining momentum since the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848,
where activists first formally demanded voting rights for women. Anthony’s activism was deeply rooted in
the belief that the right to vote was essential for women to achieve equality and influence public policy.



Against this backdrop, Anthony’s decision to vote in the 1872 presidential election was a deliberate act of
civil disobedience aimed at challenging discriminatory laws.

The Arrest and Charges Against Susan B. Anthony
On November 5, 1872, Susan B. Anthony cast a ballot in the presidential election in Rochester, New York,
an act that was illegal for women at the time. Her participation in the election was immediately met with
legal repercussions. Authorities arrested her on charges of voting illegally, violating New York state law
and federal election statutes.

The charges against Anthony were serious and symbolized the broader conflict between emerging
women’s rights advocates and entrenched legal systems. Her arrest was intended not only to punish her
but also to dissuade other women from attempting to vote. Nevertheless, Anthony’s willingness to face
arrest underscored her commitment to the suffrage cause.

Legal Proceedings During the Trial
The trial of Susan B. Anthony began in June 1873 in the United States District Court for the Northern
District of New York. The presiding judge was Ward Hunt, who had a reputation for strict adherence to
the law. The trial was notable for its unusual legal procedures and the judge's controversial decisions.

Anthony was charged with knowingly and unlawfully voting as a woman, and the prosecution sought to
uphold the laws that excluded women from voting. Throughout the trial, the courtroom was filled with
supporters and detractors, reflecting the polarized national sentiment regarding women’s suffrage.

Judge Ward Hunt’s Role
Judge Hunt played a pivotal role in the trial, often limiting the defense’s ability to fully argue their case.
He ruled that Anthony was guilty as a matter of law, effectively removing the decision from the jury’s
hands. This controversial ruling sparked criticism and highlighted the challenges women faced in seeking
justice within a male-dominated legal system.

Key Arguments and Defense Strategies
The defense team for Susan B. Anthony presented several arguments centered on constitutional
interpretation and civil rights. They contended that the 14th Amendment, which guarantees equal
protection under the law, implicitly granted women the right to vote. Anthony herself argued that the
laws denying women suffrage were unconstitutional and that she was exercising her natural rights as a
citizen.



Despite these arguments, the court maintained that the 15th Amendment did not extend voting rights to
women, and therefore, Anthony’s vote was illegal. The defense also challenged the judge’s decision to
prevent the jury from deliberating, asserting that it violated Anthony's right to a fair trial.

Defense Arguments Highlighted

The 14th Amendment’s citizenship clause should guarantee voting rights to all citizens, including
women.

The 15th Amendment’s language did not explicitly exclude women, suggesting a broader
interpretation.

Voting is a natural right inherent to citizenship and should not be denied based on gender.

The judge’s instructions to the jury were biased and deprived the defendant of a fair trial.

Outcome and Sentencing
Despite the defense’s efforts, Judge Hunt found Susan B. Anthony guilty. He imposed a fine of $100, which
Anthony refused to pay, stating that she did not recognize the court’s authority to try her for exercising
her rights. The refusal to pay the fine was a symbolic act of protest against the legal system’s oppression of
women.

The trial’s outcome did not deter Anthony or the suffrage movement; instead, it galvanized activists and
increased public awareness of the struggle for women’s voting rights. The trial became a rallying point and
a symbol of resistance against unjust laws.

Impact on the Women’s Suffrage Movement
The trial of Susan B. Anthony significantly influenced the trajectory of the women’s suffrage movement. It
brought national media attention and sparked widespread debate about the constitutionality of denying
women the vote. Anthony’s courage and eloquence during the trial inspired many and helped to unify
suffrage organizations across the country.

The trial also highlighted the need for legal and constitutional reforms, ultimately contributing to the
momentum that led to the passage of the 19th Amendment in 1920, which granted women the right to
vote nationwide.



Key Effects on the Movement

Increased public awareness and support for women’s suffrage.

Strengthened resolve among activists to pursue legal and political change.

Exposed the limitations of contemporary legal interpretations regarding citizenship and voting rights.

Encouraged the formation of new alliances and strategies within the suffrage movement.

Legacy of the Trial in American History
The trial of Susan B. Anthony remains a defining moment in American legal and social history. It
exemplifies the struggle for civil rights and the ongoing battle against gender discrimination. Anthony’s
willingness to confront the legal system paved the way for future generations of women to claim their
rights and challenge unjust laws.

Today, the trial is remembered as a powerful example of civil disobedience and the pursuit of justice. It
continues to be studied in legal and historical scholarship as a case that shaped the interpretation of
constitutional rights and expanded the definition of citizenship in the United States.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Susan B. Anthony and why was she put on trial?
Susan B. Anthony was a prominent American social reformer and women's rights activist. She was put on
trial in 1873 for illegally voting in the 1872 presidential election, as women did not have the right to vote
at that time.

What charges were brought against Susan B. Anthony during her trial?
Susan B. Anthony was charged with illegally voting in the 1872 presidential election, violating the laws
that restricted voting rights to men only.

What was the outcome of Susan B. Anthony's trial?
Susan B. Anthony was found guilty, fined $100, but she refused to pay the fine. The judge did not imprison
her, and the trial became a significant moment in the women's suffrage movement.



How did Susan B. Anthony's trial impact the women's suffrage
movement?
The trial brought national attention to the issue of women's voting rights and highlighted the injustices
women faced. It galvanized support for the suffrage movement and helped pave the way for the eventual
passage of the 19th Amendment.

What legal arguments did Susan B. Anthony use in her defense during
the trial?
Susan B. Anthony argued that the 14th Amendment granted her the right to vote as a citizen of the United
States. She contended that denying her this right was unconstitutional discrimination based on sex.

Additional Resources
1. Failure is Impossible: Susan B. Anthony in Her Own Words
This book compiles speeches, letters, and writings of Susan B. Anthony, providing insight into her thoughts
and motivations during the trial and her broader fight for women's suffrage. It captures the passion and
resilience she demonstrated in court when charged with voting illegally. The collection allows readers to
hear Anthony’s voice directly, showcasing her eloquence and determination.

2. Votes for Women: The Trial of Susan B. Anthony
This detailed historical account focuses specifically on the 1873 trial where Susan B. Anthony was
prosecuted for voting illegally. The author examines the social and legal context of the trial, the courtroom
drama, and the impact it had on the women’s suffrage movement. It provides an in-depth look at the
strategies used by Anthony and her legal team.

3. Susan B. Anthony: Rebel, Crusader, Humanitarian
While a broader biography of Anthony’s life, this book dedicates significant attention to the trial and its
aftermath. It explores how the trial galvanized public opinion and helped shift attitudes toward women's
rights. The narrative places the trial within the larger framework of Anthony’s lifelong activism.

4. The Woman Who Tried to Vote: The Trial of Susan B. Anthony
This book tells the story of the trial in a concise and accessible manner, ideal for readers new to the subject.
It highlights the legal arguments presented and Susan B. Anthony’s courageous stand in court. The author
illustrates how the trial became a pivotal moment in the suffrage movement.

5. Rebel for Rights: The Life and Trial of Susan B. Anthony
Focusing on Anthony’s role as a radical reformer, this work delves into the political climate surrounding
her trial. It examines how Anthony’s challenge to the legal system was both a personal act of defiance and a
strategic move to advance women’s suffrage. The book also discusses the trial’s legacy in subsequent legal



battles.

6. In the Name of Justice: Susan B. Anthony’s Trial and the Fight for Women’s Votes
This book analyzes the trial from a legal perspective, exploring the constitutional arguments and judicial
decisions involved. It sheds light on the limitations of the law at the time and how Anthony’s case exposed
these flaws. The author also discusses the broader implications for civil rights.

7. Defying the Law: Susan B. Anthony and the Birth of Women’s Suffrage
By focusing on the trial as a moment of civil disobedience, this book examines Anthony’s deliberate choice
to break the law to highlight injustice. It provides context on the suffrage movement’s tactics and how
Anthony’s trial inspired other activists. The narrative connects the trial to the eventual passage of the 19th
Amendment.

8. Justice Denied: The Trial of Susan B. Anthony and the Struggle for Equality
This critical examination argues that Susan B. Anthony’s trial was a miscarriage of justice that reflected the
systemic sexism of the era. The author critiques the judicial process and the societal attitudes that shaped
the trial’s outcome. The book also explores how this event influenced public discourse on gender and rights.

9. Votes for Women: The Story of Susan B. Anthony and Her Trial
Aimed at younger readers, this illustrated book tells the story of Susan B. Anthony’s trial in a compelling
and accessible way. It uses engaging visuals and straightforward text to explain the significance of the trial
in the fight for women’s suffrage. The book encourages readers to understand the importance of civic
engagement and equality.
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