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Carrie Chapman Catt (born Carrie Clinton Lane; 

January 9, 1859 – March 9, 1947) was an 

American women's suffrage leader who campaigned for 

the Nineteenth Amendment to the United States 

Constitution, which gave U.S. women the right to vote in 

1920. Catt served as president of the National American 

Woman Suffrage Association from 1900 to 1904 and 

1915 to 1920.  
 

She founded the League of Women Voters in 1920 and 

the International Woman Suffrage Alliance in 1904, 

which was later named International Alliance of Women. 

She "led an army of voteless women in 1919 to pressure 

Congress to pass the constitutional amendment giving them the right to vote and convinced state 

legislatures to ratify it in 1920". She "was one of the best-known women in the United States in 

the first half of the twentieth century and was on all lists of famous American women." 

 

Early life 
Carrie Clinton Lane was born on January 9, 1859, in  Ripon, Wisconsin, the daughter of Maria 
Louisa (née Clinton) and Lucius Lane. When Catt was seven years old, her family moved to 

rural Charles City, Iowa. As a child, Catt was interested in science and wanted to become a 
doctor. After graduating from high school in 1877, she enrolled at Iowa Agricultural College 
(now Iowa State University) in Ames, Iowa.  

Catt's father was initially reluctant to allow her to attend college, but he relented, contributing only 
a part of the costs. To pay her expenses, Catt worked as a dishwasher, in the school library, and 

as a teacher at rural schools during school breaks. Her freshman class consisted of 27 students, 
six of whom were female. Catt joined the Crescent Literary Society, a student organization aimed 
at advancing student learning skills and self-confidence. Although only men were allowed to 

speak extemporaneously in meetings, Catt demanded to be allowed to do the same thing. This 
started a discussion about women's participation in the group and ultimately led to women 

gaining the right to speak in meetings. Catt was also a member of Pi Beta Phi, started an all girls' 
debate club, and advocated for women's participation in military drills.  

After four years at Iowa State, Catt graduated on November 10, 1880, with a Bachelor of 

Science degree, the only female in her graduating class. Iowa State did not name valedictorians 
during Catt's time there, so there is no way to know her class rank.  
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Catt circa 1901 

She first worked as a law clerk after graduating. She became 

a teacher and quickly advanced, becoming superintendent of 
schools in Mason City, Iowa, in 1885. She was the first 
female superintendent of the district.  

 

Marriage 
In February 1885, Catt married newspaper editor Leo 

Chapman. She remained with her parents on the family farm 
in Iowa when her husband traveled to California to find a job 

and a place for them to live. Catt left for California after 
receiving a telegram that her husband was ill with  typhoid 
fever. While she was enroute, Catt learned that her husband 

died in August 1886. She remained for a while in San 
Francisco, where she wrote freelance articles and can-

vassed for newspaper ads, but she returned to Iowa in 1887.  

She was a young 28- and 29-year-old widow when she wrote "Zenobia" (1887) and "The 
American Sovereign" (1888). In 1890, she married George Catt, a wealthy engineer and alumnus 

of Iowa State University. Catt continued to lecture and wrote the speeches "Subject and 
Sovereign" in 1893 and "Danger to Our Government" in 1894. George Catt also encouraged her 

involvement in women's suffrage. As a result, she was able to spend a good part of each year on 
the road campaigning for suffrage, a cause she had become involved with during the late 1880s.  

Catt and the League of Women Voters 
Catt founded the League of Women Voters on February 14, 1920 – six months before the 
ratification of the 19th Amendment – during the annual convention of the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association in Chicago, Illinois. However, she had outlined the purpose and 

goals of such an organization a year earlier at the 1919 NAWSA meeting in St. Louis, Missouri. 

In her presidential address on March 24, 1919, at the NAWSA convention, Catt said: "Let us raise 

up a League of Women Voters – the name and form of organization to be determined by the 
voters themselves; a League that shall be non-partisan and non-sectarian in character and that 
shall be consecrated to three chief aims: 

1. To use its utmost influence to secure the final enfranchisement of the women of 
every state in our own Republic and to reach out across the seas in aid of the 
women's struggle for her own in every land. 

2. To remove the remaining legal discriminations against women in the codes and 

constitutions of the several states in order that the feet of coming women may find 
these stumbling blocks removed. 

3. To make our democracy so safe for the Nation and so safe for the world, that every 
citizen may feel secure and great men will acknowledge the worthiness of the 

American Republic to lead."  

In fall 1919, Catt promoted ratification of the 19th Amendment – which had been passed by 
Congress earlier that year – by the states and explained the purpose of the League of Women 
Voters on a "Wake Up America" tour. Wearing her refurbished "ratification dress," Catt spoke at 
14 conferences in 13 western and Midwestern states in eight weeks. Her group also met with 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mason_City,_Iowa
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/California
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhoid_fever
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Typhoid_fever
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women's_suffrage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Carrie_Chapman_Catt_NPG.jpg


women and visited state capitals to see governors and other important state officials. By the time 
of NAWSA's "victory convention," which met February 12–18, 1920, in Chicago, 31 of the 

required 36 states had ratified the 19th Amendment. The 1920 convention marked the completion 
of NAWSA's work, except for a small board to make final disposition of records and assets, and 
the beginning of the League of Women Voters.  

During the 1920 convention, Catt honored pioneers of the movement – including past NAWSA 
presidents Anna Howard Shaw and Susan B. Anthony – for their "ever buoyant hope" and 

"unswerving courage and determination." She also wanted the convention to "express the joy of 
the present" and "ask what political parties wanted of women and they of the parties." In an 
inspirational speech to the 700 members present, Catt outlined the plan and purpose of the 

League. She emphasized that its objective was not to seek power in organization, but to "foster 
education in citizenship and to support legislation." Every woman was encouraged to become a 

registered voter and work within the party of her choice. However, she emphasized that "as an 
organization," the League "shall be allied with and support no party." Catt continued that the 
League "must be nonpartisan and all partisan" in leading the way – ahead of the political parties – 

to educate for citizenship and get legislation passed."  

At the 1920 convention, the League's constitution with details for membership, officers, represent-

tation and budget was approved. According to Van Voris, "Catt insisted she did not want to lead 
the new work, that was for younger and fresher women. ‘For thirty years and a little more, I have 
worked with you in the first lap of this struggle toward women's emancipation,' she said." Maud 

Wood Parks was elected president of the League of Women Voters with Catt accepting the title of 
"honorary chairman." Convention delegates also surprised Catt with a brooch consisting of a 

large sapphire surrounded by diamonds for her "distinguished service." National's parting gift to 
Catt was funded by thousands of individual contributions – including dimes, nickels and even 
pennies – from public subscription. Even schoolchildren contributed to the gift.  

In addition to the national League, women's suffrage organizations in the states also reorganized 
as state leagues of women voters in 1920. In 2020, the League of Women Voters comprises a 

national organization and more than 700 state and local leagues in all 50 states, the District of 
Columbia, the Virgin Islands and Hong Kong. According to its website, Leagues "work year-round 
to register new voters, host community forums and debates, and provide voters with election 

information they need. We engage at the local and state levels on legislative priorities and efforts 
to improve our elections."  
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Other resources 
National Women’s History Museum  

https://www.womenshistory.org/education-resources/biographies/carrie-chapman-catt 

Carrie Chapman Catt Center for Women and Politics 

https://cattcenter.iastate.edu/about/carrie-chapman-catt/ 

Carrie Chapman Catt Girlhood Home 

https://www.catt.org/ 

National Park Service   https://www.nps.gov/people/carrie-chapman-catt.htm 

PBS – American Experience 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/wilson-carrie-chapman-catt/ 

There are at least ten biographies of Carrie Chapman Catt. 
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