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Inquiry: Were women given the vote? 
In this inquiry, students will watch the film Iron Jawed Angels and respond to questions as they 
watch. Students are welcome to research the accuracy of the film as they watch. At the end 
students will consider the compelling question above. 
 
Background: 
Defiant young activists take the women's suffrage movement by storm, putting their 
lives at risk to help American women win the right to vote. The events portrayed in the 
film relating to the protests and the efforts of the U.S. government to suppress those 
protests are extremely accurate. The portrayal of Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt and the 
impression that Alice Paul and the National Women's Party alone were the driving force 
behind the suffragist victory are inaccurate. The romantic interlude is imagined and 
some reviewers have criticized the film as attempting to remake Alice Paul as a modern 
third-wave feminist. 
 
Some historians agree that the militants and their White House pickets played an 
important role in leading President Wilson to endorse a constitutional amendment 
giving women the vote. This was also the appraisal of some contemporary observers… 
 
However, it is generally agreed that the militant suffragists were just one of several 
factors leading to the President's change of position and to the passage of the 
amendment. Mrs. Carrie Chapman Catt's "Winning Plan," NAWSA's network of state 
suffrage organizations, NAWSA's state by state strategy which increased the numbers of 
pro-suffrage representatives in Congress, NAWSA's cooperation with President Wilson 
in supporting the war effort and criticizing the militant suffragists, and the political debt 
that President Wilson came to owe NAWSA, were probably more important than the 
efforts of Alice Paul and the NWP.  
 
From an historian's perspective, the movie's use of Mrs. Catt for comic relief is one of its 
weakest points. Mrs. Catt was one of the great leaders of the suffrage movement. For 
example, here is what one woman, who understood the importance of Alice Paul's 
leadership of the militants, said of Mrs. Catt: 
. . .[H]er speeches were oratorical. They were profound speeches, they weren't just 
superficial. They were tied in with the history of government and the theory of 
democracy and what it all means. It wasn't just a superficial speech about the needs of 
women, but was a whole philosophy of the right of individuals to govern themselves. 
Gluck, 1976, Interview of Jessie Haver Butler, pg. 108 
Here is an example of the eloquence of Mrs. Catt, speaking to NAWSA in 1902: 
The world taught women nothing skillful and then said her work was valueless. It 
permitted her no opinions and said she did not know how to think. It forbade her to 
speak in public and said the sex had no orators. It denied her the schools, and said the 
sex had no genius. It robbed her of every vestige of responsibility, and then called her 
weak. It taught her that every pleasure must come as a favor from men and when, to 
gain it, she decked herself in paint and fine feathers, as she had been taught to do, it 
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called her vain. Biography of Carrie Chapman Catt, from Women in History Website 
accessed January 4, 2009. 
Moreover, Mrs. Catt's leadership included much more than speeches. Her political skills 
and her organizational ability were superb and they were essential to the suffrage cause.  
 
Every movie needs a villain and the filmmakers have made President Wilson serve in 
that role. However, once President Wilson came over to the suffragists' side and with the 
continued unrelenting pressure of the White House pickets and NWP members who 
demonstrated at his speeches and public appearances, he did much more than make a 
speech to Congress. He repaid his political debt to NAWSA several times over by: (1) 
supporting the suffrage position in state campaigns; (2) later changing his position and 
supporting passage of the amendment in Congress; and (3) providing his political 
support for ratification of the amendment by the state legislatures. Women's suffrage 
came to be one of the many reforms of his administration. When the 19th Amendment 
became law, President Wilson said, "I deem it one of greatest honors of my life that this 
great event, the ratification of this amendment, should have occurred during the period 
of my administration."  
 
The characters of Ben Weissman, Emily Leighton, and Senator Leighton are fictional. 
There is no record of Alice Paul having any love interests. Alice Paul was, apparently, 
totally focused on the cause of women's suffrage and later, women's rights. The 
character of Mr. Weissman was added to spice up the story and provide scenes in which 
the character of Alice Paul could be explained. The scene in which the Alice Paul 
character and the Lucy Burns character compete for a hat that they see in a shop window 
seems out of character for a Quakeress intent upon her "testimony." As for the character 
of Emily Leighton, there is no record of a senator's wife being arrested for picketing. 
This character and that of her husband are amalgams of several types of people who 
were caught up in the militant suffragists' struggle. 
 
Teach with Movies. “Iron Jawed Angels.” Teach with Movies. Last modified N.D. 

https://teachwithmovies.org/iron-jawed-angels/.  
 
Questions for Analysis 
 

1. SCENE: Why are Anna Howard Shaw and Carrie Catt so concerned about Alice 
Paul and Lucy Burns being associated with suffragists from England? 

 
 
 
 
 

2. Why do Alice Paul and Lucy Burns decide to co-found the NWP? 
 
 
 

https://teachwithmovies.org/iron-jawed-angels/
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3. What strategies did women use to gain suffrage? How did NAWSA’s strategy 
differ from NWP’s strategy? 

 
 
 
 
 

4. SCENE: In the scene at NWP headquarters, why did Alice Paul tell Emily 
Leighton (fictional), “Women like you are worse than anti-suffragists. You 
perpetuate the lie everyday at breakfast.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. Why doesn’t Alice Paul want to marry? Is this logical?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6. Why was World War I problematic for suffragists? How did NAWSA and NWP 
handle it differently? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

7. If you had been a member of the NWP, would you have picketed during war? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. In what ways could Senator Leighton (fictional) control his wife? 
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9. SCENE: In the scene, between the prison psychologist and the White House 
advisors. What does the psychiatrist mean when he says, “In women, courage is 
often mistaken for insanity.” 

 
 
 
 
 

10. Do you think that Paul’s aggressive tactics were necessary? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11. SCENE: According to the film, in the scene when Woodrow Wilson finally asks 
Congress for suffrage, what do you think finally swayed him to pass the suffrage 
amendment? Is that what he says? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

12. SCENE: In the end, Carrie Chapman Catt pushes Wilson hard for suffrage. After 
reading the article above and seeing that scene, do you think her portrayal in the 
film is fair? 

 
 
 
 
 
 

13. Assume that you and people of your sex, nationality, or economic status were 
not permitted to vote. Would you be willing to go to jail and suffer harsh 
conditions like those encountered by the suffragists in order to gain the right to 
vote?   
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14. Some textbooks claim that women were “given” the vote. After seeing this film, 

do you think that is an accurate portrayal? Explain. 


