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March 24, 2009, marks the 183th anniversary of the birth of Matilda Joslyn Gage. This suffragist, historian, newspaper editor, author, lecturer, woman’s rights activist and theorist, advocate for civil rights, and abolitionist deserves her day in the sun.


Why should we remember her? She served as a top officer in the National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) for 20 years. A committed abolitionist who opened her home as a stop on the Underground Railroad, she challenged the laws of her nation, risking arrest and imprisonment by helping fugitive slaves escape to freedom. Gage wrote about the superior position of Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) women and supported treaty rights and Native sovereignty. Influenced by the Haudenosaunee egalitarian culture, she in turn influenced the utopian feminist vision of her son-in-law, L. Frank Baum, in his 14 Oz books. And finally, she gave up her place in history to fight for a just cause: maintaining the wall of separation between church and state that our founding fathers had placed as the foundation of our government.

How important was her work for the vote? Along with Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, Gage was one of the “triumvirate” of leaders of the NWSA, running the day-to-day operations as chair of the executive committee and authoring the organization’s major documents with Stanton. Together they wrote the 1876 Declaration of Rights of Women and, risking arrest, Gage and Anthony presented it at the nation’s Centennial celebration, directing their action “to the daughters of 1976.” Also, Gage played an integral part in preserving the incredible record of the suffrage movement by co-editing the first three volumes of the History of Woman Suffrage with Stanton and Anthony. 


A founding officer of the New York State Woman Suffrage Association, she worked to change a host of laws, including those that allowed the abuse of girls and denied mothers the guardianship of their own children.


Gage first appeared on the suffrage platform in 1852 at the third national woman’s rights convention in Syracuse. In a flag presentation speech to the 122nd Fayetteville volunteer regiment during the Civil War, while President Lincoln contended that the war was being fought simply to preserve the Union, Gage went further, declaring the boys of Fayetteville were risking their lives for a far greater cause: an end to slavery. Beyond that, she maintained, “until liberty is attained--the broadest, the deepest, the highest liberty for all--not one set alone, one clique alone, but for men and woman, black and white, Irish, Germans, Americans, and negroes, there can be no permanent peace.”

For four years she edited and published the important feminist newspaper, National Citizen and Ballot Box, which served as the unofficial voice of the National Woman Suffrage Association and documented the great accomplishments women had achieved despite the discrimination and oppression they faced. Gage shared with Stanton the task of penning the major documents of the NWSA, and by herself wrote many of the strongest convention calls, protests, resolutions, Plans of Work, NWSA mottoes and addresses to the presidential nominating conventions. 


Gage masterminded the brilliant campaign of civil disobedience in which the NWSA women refused to pay their taxes (no taxation without representation), and voted, declaring that, as citizens of a government based on the consent of the governed, they had the right to vote. Gage was one of the earliest of thousands of women around the country who attempted to vote when she tried to cast her ballot in an 1871 charter election. 


Susan B. Anthony was arrested for voting the following year, and it appeared that this would be the test case of woman suffrage. Gage spoke throughout the county for the month before the trial to educate potential jurors, sat beside Anthony through the trial and, when Anthony was found guilty of the crime of voting, Gage wrote a brilliant analysis of the case for the Albany Law Journal. 


Gage, in turn, became the test case in 1893 for the question of whether women could vote for school commissioner under the 1880 New York State school suffrage law, a bill passed under her leadership as president of the New York State Suffrage Association. In addition to her long-time presidency of the state organization, Gage founded the Virginia State Suffrage Society in 1870.    


An historian, Gage was lauded by Elizabeth Cady Stanton for “bringing more startling facts to light than any woman I ever knew.” Responding to the constant taunt that women had no creative or inventive genius, Gage went to the patent office and pored over all the records to find out what exactly women had invented. In the resulting pamphlet, “Woman as Inventor” (1870), Gage maintained that the cotton gin owed its origin to a woman, Catherine Littlefield Greene, and not Eli Whitney, as was generally believed. Through this and her other writing, Gage became regarded as “one of the most logical, fearless and scientific writers of her day.”

Believing that the vote was only a tool to gain equality, Gage supported the gamut of women’s issues, from equal pay to expanding job opportunities, from a woman’s right to control her own body to her right to be free from violence.   

When the NWSA joined with the conservative women who wanted the vote in order to create a Christian nation, Gage left the organized movement. As founder and president of the Women’s National Liberal Union (1890), Gage fought to preserve religious freedom. 

A remarkable scholar, Gage promoted intellectual freedom, believing that the most important lesson she ever learned was from her father, to think for herself, and to act on her own beliefs. 

A prolific writer, Gage’s long and brave career culminated in her 1893 magnum opus Woman, Church and State, in which she documented the misogyny committed in the name of the Christian religion, from trafficking in women to sexual abuse by the clergy. With her clear and unapologetic writing style and her wealth of knowledge, she backed up her theories with facts drawn from over 2,000 years of human history. Her work was far more sweeping in scope than another project to which Gage contributed, the controversial Woman’s Bible, edited by Elizabeth Cady Stanton. When Gage presented a copy of her book to the Fayetteville School library, a school board member brought it to the attention of the federal government-appointed press censor, Anthony Comstock, who threatened to arrest anyone allowing young people to read the book.  


Gage’s motto, penciled into numerous autograph books and carved on her tombstone in the Fayetteville cemetery, embodies her political stand: THERE IS A WORD SWEETER THAN MOTHER, HOME OR HEAVEN. THAT WORD IS LIBERTY. 
SIDEBAR:
The Matilda Joslyn Gage Foundation will celebrate Gage’s 183rd birthday with a special dinner and entertainment starting at 6 p.m. March 24 at Café Milan. For information and to reserve a ticket for the limited seating, call 637-9511 or send email to foundation@MatildaJoslynGage.org.

-end-

