
1. Thesis
From 1916-1920, protests by the National Women’s Party (NWP) at 

Lafayette Park in front of the White House significantly impacted the 
ratification of the 19th Amendment. The intentional use of Lafayette 
Park to communicate their concerns gained critical media attention 

and brought women’s suffrage to the front porch of President 
Woodrow Wilson. This unique strategy established Lafayette Park as 

an essential location to exercise certain First Amendment Rights: 
Freedom of Speech, Freedom of Assembly, and Freedom of Press.

2. Historical Context (1836-1918)
From 1848 - 1916, women suffragists lobbied, 

petitioned, made speeches, and paraded as strategies to 
protest with limited success.

5. Fighting the Status Quo
However, as the influence of the suffragettes grew, 

anti-suffragists appeared; the 1911 National Association 
Opposed to Women’s Suffrage was founded by a group of 

anti-suffragists. Further, police arrested protestors, lawmakers 
refused to change laws, and judges confined protestors to 

mental institutions. 

7. Contemporary Legacy
The success of the suffragists has inspired other 

organizations to picket and protest at Lafayette Park.
In 1965, Civil Rights activists advocated for 

President Lyndon B. Johnson to provide federal 
protection for demonstrators attacked by the 

Alabama state police in Selma, Alabama.
In 1996, Ashes Action the Aids Coalition to Unleash 
Power protested, asking President Bill Clinton for 

support on AIDS issues. 

8. Conclusion
The NWP established Lafayette Park as a vital location to 

communicate with a national audience. Their success led to other 
activists adapting similar tactics. The convenience of location has 

made it possible for activists to make a critical impact on American 
society’s understanding of democratic issues. At the core, 

Americans need a stage to gain an audience, to communicate their 
understanding of their issue, to express their First Amendment 

rights, which they are able to do at Lafayette Park.
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“When all suffrage controversy has died away it will be the little 
army of women with their purple, white and gold banners, going 
to prison for their political freedom, that will be remembered.”

- Doris Stevens, Jailed for Freedom, 1920

“Congress shall make no law respecting an 
establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 

exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, 
or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to 

assemble, and to petition the Government for a 
redress of grievances.”

- First Amendment, Bill of Rights, 1789

“Sitting here, one can almost see the American leaders 
who passed by. George Washington must have stood 

here as he conferred with Pierre L’Enfant, who was laying 
out the nation’s capital.”

- Gil Klein, Trouble in Lafayette Square, 2018

“If we reject measures like this, in ignorance or defiance of what a 
new age has brought forth, of what they have seen but we have not, 

they will cease to believe in us; they will cease to follow or to trust us.”
- Woodrow Wilson, Address to the Senate on the Nineteenth 

Amendment, 1918

“The Silent Sentinels engaged in nonviolent protest: Instead of 
fighting with weapons, Alice Paul and the National Woman’s Party 

fought with words and images.”
- Winifred Conkling, Votes for Women!, 2018

“We Ask Not Pardon for Ourselves, but 
Justice for All American Women.”

- National Woman’s Party, 1917

“President Wilson, How long do you advice us to wait?”
- National Woman’s Party, 1917

“The women suffragists lit a fire both literally and figuratively that still burns 
today. When they took their protest for demanding the right to vote to 

Lafayette Park and the White House fence… they developed a tactic for 
political activism that has been embraced by American civil rights and 

antiwar groups.”
- Gil Klein, Trouble in Lafayette Square, 2018

“Since then, countless men and women have literally followed 
in her footsteps, marching down Pennsylvania Avenue to bring 

their cause to the corridors of federal power in Washington.”
- Roberts, Rebecca Boggs, Suffragists in Washington, D.C., 

2017

“Lafayette Park, as the front yard of the White House, played 
an integral role in bringing the government and the people 
within reach of each other. The president could not ignore 

what the people were saying.”
- White House Historical Association, Trouble in Lafayette 

Square, 2018

“The day before the vote, one hundred white-clad women, in what 
was now a familiar sight, marched to the White House with 

banners and an urn full of wood.”
- Roberts, Rebecca Boggs, Suffragists in Washington, D.C., 2017

“For models of strong women in the second decade of the 
twentieth century, one need look no further that the activists in the 

National Woman’s Party, and especially their leader, Alice Paul.”
- Gil Klein, Trouble in Lafayette Square, 2018

“These women had a large impact on the civil rights movement of the 
twentieth century… They were the first group to picket the White 

House. They set the stage for twentieth-century civil disobedience. 
There were a lot of groups inspired by them and continue to be 

inspired by them today. What happens in Lafayette Square from day to 
day now really owes the legacy to these women and what they set up.” 

- Jennifer Krafchik, Trouble in Lafayette Square, 2018

“Mr. President What Will You Do For Woman Suffrage?”
- National Woman’s Party, 1917
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“The words chosen for the banners were the backbone of the 
National Woman’s Party protest. They needed to convey the 

right message to the president and the passersby, and to 
people seeing the photographs in the newspapers.”

- Winifred Conkling, Votes for Women!, 2018
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“And it is a 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 — the ballot.”

- Susan B. Anthony, On Women’s Right to Vote, 1872

LAFAYETTE PARK: 
A CRITICAL PLATFORM FOR COMMUNICATING 

FIRST AMENDMENT RIGHTS
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With America’s involvement in WWI (1917 - 1918), the 
nation’s capital became the focus of US foreign policy. 

Overseas, American women risked their lives abroad as US 
Army nurses and switchboard operators, yet they could not 

vote. Politicians during the 1860’s believed women could not 
think independently and would not vote responsibly, therefore 
they excluded women from the 14th Amendment and voting.

3. Unwavering Protests 
(1916-1920)

By utilizing the First Amendment, suffragists like 
Alice Paul and Lucy Burns put direct pressure on the 

White House. Protesting at Lafayette Park, they 
forced President Wilson to respond to their voices.

4. Fighting with the Media
Suffragists held banners and signs during protests, creating 

photo opportunities to spread awareness.
As planned by the protestors, photographs, illustrations, and 

speeches often appeared in national newspaper articles. The 
suffragists deliberately staged events at Lafayette Park to 

maximize attention to their cause and expose forces arrayed 
against them.

6. 19th Amendment (August 18, 1920)
The perseverance of the suffragists at Lafayette Park, as well as a 

national campaign and women serving in the U.S. military during WWI, 
helped to gain pivotal support for the ratification of the 19th 

Amendment. 
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“Stand on either side of the two gates with your backs to the 
wall. If the police interfere with you… step from place to place 
on the sidewalk… Don’t come back here until your time is up.”

- Alice Paul, Votes for Women!, 2018

“Anti-suffrage members took advantage of the occasion to denounce the women who 
have picketed the White House for months past, annoying the President when he was 

struggling with weighty questions of the greatest moment to the nation- problems 
requiring his full and undivided attention.”

- The New York Times, 1917

“It is because the women have seen visions of 
duty, and that is something which we not only 
cannot resist, but, if we be true Americans, we 

do not wish to resist.”
- Woodrow Wilson, Message Regarding 

Women’s Suffrage, 1917
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