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Foreword
The history of women in the United States is too often an untold story. Missing from most
textbooks are the names and faces of women who achieved greatness against significant odds,
including gender discrimination. For women of color, there has always been the added barrier of
racial discrimination.
Despite these challenges, women in the twentieth century made an indelible mark on our nation,
forever changing the course of its future. With the passage of the 19th Amendment in 1919, women
had a new lever: the vote. With the vote comes the power of influence, which, when used, can alter
destiny.
American Women in the 20th Century, Part I: 1900 to 1949 is an effort to tell the story of women who
used their influence to effect positive change. Featured in this e-book is a brief summary of key
events impacting women by decade from 1900 to 1949, followed by short profiles of select women
who achieved prominence during those years. Included are seventy-five women total, nearly half of
them women of color, whom I’ve noted in the index. For further ease of reference, in the index, I
have also categorized women by career affiliation.
The courageous women profiled in this e-book deserve recognition for their vision and tenacity.
Most were “The First” at something. Others played a profound role in shaping our nation’s laws,
culture, science, and education. Many more were at the center of innovation. Coming soon, Part II
will feature selected American women from 1950 to 1999.
Where possible, I’ve provided a photo of each woman. For copyright reasons, I have limited myself
to the use of images within the public domain or have attributed them appropriately. This means not
all women profiled have a photo. However, readers will find photos in most of the links provided
for further study.
This e-book is free and will be of value to anyone at any age interested in women’s history. Every
woman profiled in this book is a role model, evidence that anything is possible. Their stories are
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unique, often fascinating. My goal in making this resource available at no cost is to provide access to
all who seek to know more about women from the past. In particular, I offer it as a tool for teachers
to use to inspire girls in their formative stages to set their aspirations high and consider a variety of
careers and pathways in life. All I ask is that anyone using this resource download it from my
website at https://www.njmastro.com.
Sincerely,
N.J. (Nancy) Mastro, Ed.D.

N.J. (Nancy) Mastro, Ed.D.
February 10, 2021
nancy@njmastro.com
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“Remember the Ladies, and be more generous and favorable to them than your
ancestors. Do not put such unlimited power into the hands of the Husbands.
Remember all Men would be tyrants if they could. If particular care and attention is
not paid to the Ladies we are determined to foment a Rebellion and will not hold
ourselves bound by any Laws in which we have no voice or Representation.”
-Abigail Adams to John Adams
1776

Introduction
Women in America have been a powerful force in shaping education, business, politics, science,
technology, and culture. Today, we take their contributions for granted. Yet the United States didn’t
always allow women access to such opportunity.
Prior to the twentieth century, for nearly three centuries significant barriers prevented American
women from fully enjoying rights guaranteed by American citizenship. However, by the time the
clocks turned to January 1, 1900, women were ready to take bold steps. Tired of being denied rights
they believed were inherent, in a matter of decades, women took matters into their own hands and
defied the norms of a country that valued masculinity and tradition above intellect and ability. They
demanded full equality. The foment—the spark to a rebellion Abigail Adams had predicted in a letter
to her husband John Adams in 1776 while he was in Philadelphia serving as a member of the
Continental Congress—lit up like fireworks.
In the twentieth century, American women challenged traditional gender roles like at no other time
in the nation’s history, daring to step into spaces once reserved solely for men. Their actions gave
birth to a transformation. For the first time, women entered virtually every career field as participants
rather than outsiders. They established themselves as intellectuals in circles that had long believed
women held inferior views, proving wrong those who considered women incapable of complex
thought.

Page 6 — American Women in the 20th Century, Part I: 1900 to 1949

As a result of women’s determination, a staggering number of women’s “firsts” occurred during the
twentieth century. This short e-book briefly chronicles the first half of this astonishing one-hundredyear period. It celebrates women’s collective impact on society and culture by highlighting the
contributions of some of America’s most outstanding women from history—those who led the way
for their peers and the millions who stand today on their shoulders. This is her-story.
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Women as Activists — 1900 to 1909
On January 1, 1900, Americans were enthusiastic, filled with hope and promise. The nation’s
economy was shifting from an agrarian (farm) economy to an industrial (manufacturing) economy.
The Age of Industrialism had been born, giving Americans reason to look forward to a prosperous
future. Factories sprang up, creating millions of jobs in major cities across the country, most notably
in cities like Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Detroit, Chicago, and Milwaukee—cities in what became known
as the rust belt states.
In search of their fortune, rural families pulled up roots and moved to urban areas for jobs.
Immigrants, particularly those from Eastern European countries, landed on America's shores in
record numbers, each seeking a new life. More immigrants arrived in America between 1880 and
1930 than at any other time in American history, totaling twenty-five million in all. America's urban
centers grew at a rapid rate to accommodate their arrival.
A relatively small number of women entered this expanding labor force, creating for the first time a
class of working women. However, a majority of women did not work outside the home. Most
continued in the traditional female role of caring for their children, cooking, cleaning, and sewing.
Families were generally quite large.
There was, however, a continuing economic gap despite Americans having more opportunities than
ever before to earn a decent living. Too many working-class families remained poor. To help make
ends meet, their children often had to work to help support their families. It was not uncommon to
find children as young as six years old working in factories for up to twelve hours a day. Conditions
in the factories were extremely dangerous. Accidents caused severe injury. Among those hurt,
disabled, or killed were children.
Worsening conditions prompted women to object to allowing or forcing children into labor, for the
work was perilous. Women also began to think of childhood as being in danger. They wanted this
time in a child’s life to be marked by play and security and exploration rather than drudgery.
Women’s concerns over child labor had actually begun in the latter part of the nineteenth century.
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When their calls for putting a stop to child labor continued to go unheeded in the 1900s, women
became activists, taking a firm stand against the practice. While participating in the abolition
movement (the movement to end slavery) during the nineteenth century, women had learned how to
organize. They put their newfound skills to use and lobbied state legislatures and Congress to pass
laws to protect children from unfair and unsafe labor practices. They wrote letters. They marched.
They signed petitions. They gave speeches.
Eventually, Congress listened. At women’s urging, the federal government passed a landmark set of
child labors laws, forever changing how society viewed and treated childhood in America. For more
information on child labor in the 1900s, click here.
But another movement was also underway, one that had also begun in the nineteenth century, this
one well before the Civil War. With the exception of a handful of states, federal and state laws did
not allow women to vote (suffrage).
After centuries of being denied the right to vote and being left out of the political arena, women’s
frustrations grew to an all-time high. By the end of the first decade of the twentieth century,
women’s demands for suffrage became a national campaign, rolling like a steam engine toward
Washington, DC.
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Profiles 1900 to 1909
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Mary McLeod Bethune is considered one of
America's greatest educators. In 1904, Bethune
opened her own boarding school for African
American girls with just six students. The school
grew by the hundreds, and in 1923 it merged with
the Cookman Institute, making it a coeducational
school. In 1929, it was named Bethune-Cookman
College, which issued its first degrees in 1943.
During her career, Bethune was vice president of
both the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP) and the National
Urban League and was president of the National
Association of Colored Women, which in 1935
founded the National Council of Negro Women.
She also holds the distinction of being the highest
ranking African American woman in President
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s administration when in
1936 he named her Director of Negro Affairs in the
National Youth Administration.
Mary McLeod Bethune (1875-1955)
Educator

Susan La Flesch was the first Native American
woman to earn a degree in medicine and serve
as a licensed physician. She was a member of
the Omaha tribe and spent her entire career
serving the Omaha Indian Reservation. She
worked closely with the prominent
anthropologist Alice Fletcher. In 1913, just
years before her death, La Flesch Picotte
fulfilled her dream of opening a hospital on
the reservation.

Susan La Flesch Picotte (1865-1915)
Physician
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Julia Clifford Lathrop was a pioneer for women in
government. After the nation passed a series of
child labor laws, it was necessary to ensure that
states implemented those laws as intended. In
1912, President William Taft recognized Lathrop
for her previous work in child labor and appointed
her to serve as the first chief of the Children's
Bureau of the U.S. Department of Commerce and
Labor, making her the first woman to head an
important government bureau. Lathrop was the
Children’s Bureau chief from 1912 to 1922. While
at the Bureau, she promoted improvements in
child-welfare policies and practices, continuing the
work she and many other women had begun years
earlier.
Julia Clifford Lathrop (1858-1932)
Social Reformer

Florence R. Sabin did not let tradition prevent her
from becoming a physician. At a time when colleges
did not allow women into medical careers, Sabin
broke ground by becoming the first woman to
graduate from Johns Hopkins University School of
Medicine. Later she joined the faculty at Johns
Hopkins and eventually became a full professor of
histology (the study of plant and animal tissue). She
did not stop there, however. She was the first
woman elected president of the American
Association of Anatomists (1924) and later became
the first woman to become a member of the
National Academy of Sciences (1925).

Florence R. Sabin (1871-1953)
Physician
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Before the age of two, Helen Keller became blind
and deaf after a severe fever. At a time when
society shunned people with disabilities and
mistreated them for being different, Keller
exceeded expectations with the help of her teacher,
Anne Sullivan. Keller not only learned to read,
write, and speak, she graduated from Radcliffe
College in 1904 with honors. Keller led a full and
productive life, becoming an activist for women
and persons with disabilities. Keller traveled the
world, speaking to audiences in twenty-five
countries on five continents. In 1903 she published
The Story of My Life, one of her most famous books.
Helen Keller (1880-1968)
Author and Activist

Maria Martinez (1884-1980)
Potter

Maria Martinez lived a traditional life in the Native
American way as a member of the Pueblo Indian
tribe in New Mexico. A potter, Martinez was
famous for her original design of black-on-black
pottery. Her work quickly became recognized and
valued for its uniqueness. Today a single work of
hers can sell for hundreds of thousands of dollars.
In 1934 the Indian Council Fire named her
Outstanding Indian Woman, the first woman to
achieve this award. She is pictured at the left firing
pottery with her husband.
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Maggie Lena Walker knew independence for
African Americans was in part dependent on
attaining financial security. She began her work in
banking as a member of the Grand United Order
of St. Luke, a fraternal society for African
Americans. She first served as secretary-treasurer,
then as editor of the St. Luke Herald. In 1903
Walker founded the St. Luke Penny Savings Bank
and served as its president, making Walker the
first African American female bank president.
The bank later merged with other banks to
become the Consolidated Bank and Trust
Company. Walker served as the chair of its board
of directors for many years afterward. She
founded the Richmond (Virginia) Council of
Colored Women in 1912.
Maggie Lena Walker (1867-1934)
Bank President
Ida B. Wells was born into slavery during the
Civil War. A lifelong advocate for African
Americans, she used her pen to call out injustice
by writing articles and pamphlets. She led antilynching crusades in the 1890s after a friend of
hers was lynched. During the suffragist
movement, she called out the racial attitudes of
white women toward African Americans. In
1896 she formed the National Association of
Colored Women. She is also considered one of
the founders of the National Association for the
Advance of Colored People (NAACP), founded
in 1909, though she was never listed as an
official founder.
Ida B. Wells-Barnett (1862-1931)
Journalist and Reformer
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Alice Fletcher chose anthropology for her life's
work. She was especially interested in studying
Native Americans and traveled across the country,
from Florida to Alaska, to interact with and study
them. In 1904 she produced a complete
ethnographic description of a Plains Indian
Ceremony of the Omaha Tribe in Nebraska. In
addition to her work as an anthropologist, Fletcher
lobbied for the rights of Native Americans to
individually own tribal lands.

Alice Fletcher (1838-1923)
Anthropologist

Lyda Conley was the first Native American to argue
a case before the United States Supreme Court.
Conley was a member of the Wyandotte tribe in
Kansas and was admitted to the Missouri Bar in
1902 and later the Kansas Bar in 1910. The
Supreme Court case was over a dispute regarding
tribal lands on which her ancestors were buried in
the Huron Indian Cemetery in downtown Kansas
City. Conley lost her case before the Supreme
Court, but due to her efforts to protest the takeover
of land, the Missouri legislature passed a law that
would prevent development of the cemetery lands.
Today the cemetery is on the National Register of
Historic Places.

Lyda Conley (1869?-1946)
Lawyer
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In 1906, while studying beetles, Nettie Stevens
discovered the XY sex-determining
chromosome. Though she died at a very young
age from breast cancer, during her short life
she was a scholar and a researcher who became
the first American woman to be recognized for
her contributions to science. Stevens earned
multiple degrees from some of America’s most
prestigious colleges and universities. She began
her career as a teacher and a librarian, where
she found she liked teaching zoology and
physiology, leading her to pursue advanced
studies in science.
Nettie Stevens (1861-1912)
Geneticist

Mary Whiton Calkins (1863-1930)
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo can be viewed at the above hyperlink.
Mary Whiton Calkins knew what it felt like for people to discriminate against her because of her
gender. After she successfully completed the requirements for a Ph.D. from Harvard in 1896,
Harvard denied Calkins the degree because she was a woman. Despite this frustrating setback,
Calkins went on to establish herself as a psychologist by becoming both an instructor and researcher
in psychology and philosophy and eventually establishing the first experimental psychology
laboratory in the country. Wellesley College named her a full professor. In 1905 the American
Psychological Association elected Calkins as their first woman president. The American
Philosophical Association followed suit in 1918 by selecting her as their first woman president.
Mary Harris (Mother) Jones (1837-1930)
Labor Activist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo can be viewed at the above hyperlink.
Mother Jones fought for the rights and protection of children in the American labor force.
Dedicated to making the world of work a better place for employees, Jones became as a labor union
advocate, championing the employee rights of adults during the end of the nineteenth
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and beginning of the twentieth centuries. She organized workers in successful strikes and
demonstrations across the country and helped found the United Mine Workers (UMW) and the
International Workers of the World (IWW) labor unions.
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Women as Suffragists — 1910 to 1919
Only a handful of countries in the world had granted women suffrage by the year 1910. Wyoming
had become the first state in America to grant them suffrage in 1890. However, in nearly all other
states and territories of the United States, women were still on the political sidelines, observers
rather than participants. Convincing Congress to grant women suffrage seemed impossible. Women
had been trying since 1848 when they first gathered for a convention on the matter at Wesleyan
Chapel in Seneca Falls, New York, led by Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott. At Seneca
Falls the approximately 300 people present called for women to have the right to vote and to enjoy
full equality with men in all things—legal rights, access to education, professional opportunities,
and religious freedoms. For more on the Seneca Falls convention, click here and here.
Determined to stop at nothing, American women joined forces with women in Europe to advocate
together for the right to vote. To this end, Carrie Chapman Catt, an American suffragist from Iowa,
formed the International Woman Suffrage Alliance in 1902. Catt’s actions made American women’s
demands for suffrage part of an international campaign.
Not everyone in America agreed with women’s demands for the right to vote. Both men and women
objected, their views suggesting that women were not capable of making informed decisions. They
cautioned men would no longer respect women if women voted. Voting was a man’s responsibility,
not something women should trouble themselves with. Suffragists believed otherwise, insisting that
the vote was not only a human right but also a measure that would earn them the full benefits of
citizenship in a free society.
However, when World War I broke out in Europe in 1914, women’s efforts toward gaining suffrage
came to a temporary halt as it had when the American Civil War occurred over half a century earlier.
Women in America and around the globe devoted a great deal of time and energy to the World War
I effort by serving as nurses and volunteers. However, the entire time, American women remained
suffragists in their heart. At the close of World War I, women again turned to lobbying Congress to
pass an amendment to the Constitution that would grant them the right to vote in every state in the
union.
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Like soldiers, they marched to campaign for the right to vote in rural and urban areas, in cities large
and small, and on the steps of government offices. From 1917 to 1919, over 500 members of the
National Woman's Party, formed in 1912 by Alice Paul and Lucy Burns, were arrested for
demonstrating in Washington, DC. Of those, 150 were sentenced to time in jail for their
demonstrations.
At last, in 1919, American women won a major victory in their battle for equal rights. After multiple
votes on the floor, Congress finally passed the 19th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, granting
women the right to vote. Celebrations erupted across the nation.
Amendments to the U.S. Constitution must be ratified (approved by popular vote) by three-fourths
of the states. After at least three-fourths of states ratified the amendment within a year, the 19th
Amendment finally became law in 1920. Click here for a state-by-state rundown of the vote and here
for more information on the 19th Amendment.
But not everyone agreed with the 19th Amendment. A judge from Maryland filed a lawsuit arguing it
was unconstitutional. The case went all the way to the United States Supreme Court, which ruled in
favor of the amendment.
In addition to gaining the right to vote during the second decade of the twentieth century, a woman
was elected to Congress for the first time in history. Americans saw their first woman soldier and
their first female aviator. The largest voluntary organization for young girls in the world was created.
A new era for women had been born. Nothing could stop them now.
Or so women thought.
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Profiles 1910 to 1919
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Carrie Chapman Catt was a long-time friend of
Susan B. Anthony and was a leading lecturer and
organizer of the women's suffrage movement in
America. In 1900, the National American
Woman Suffrage Association had elected Catt to
replace Susan B. Anthony as its president. After
women gained suffrage in 1919, Catt called for
the establishment of a League of Women Voters
to assist women around the world in
understanding democratic processes related to
voting. The League of Women Voters officially
formed in 1920 and continues to be a leading
organization for women today. Catt also helped
found the Woman’s Peace Party in 1915.

Carrie Chapman Catt (1859-1947)
Suffragist

Alice Paul (1885-1977)
Suffragist and Political Activist

Alice Paul was a savvy and ambitious political
activist who first examined the suffrage movement
in Great Britain. Her study led her to form the
Congressional Union for Woman Suffrage in the
United States in 1913. In 1917 it merged with
another organization and became the National
Woman's Party. After the United States granted
women suffrage, Paul lobbied heavily for the
establishment of yet another amendment for
women's rights, the Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA), submitted in 1923 by her and the National
Women's Party. Paul dedicated the rest of her life to
passage of the ERA. Forty-nine years later, in 1972
the United States Senate finally approved the
legislation. However, the ERA has never passed. As
with the 19th Amendment, three-fourths of states
had to ratify it before it could become law. Thirtyeight states were needed, but not enough states
voted in favor of the ERA until nearly 100 years
later. At present, it remains to be seen if Congress
will act in response to enough states in America
having now finally ratified it.
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Laura Cornelius Kellogg was born on the Oneida
Reservation in Wisconsin, the granddaughter of a
famous Oneida leader. Though she studied law at
several universities, Kellogg, an avid suffragist, is
best known for writing plays, poems, and political
essays. Few of her works survived, but her book,
Our Democracy and the American Indian, does. She was
fluent in Oneida and Mohawk and advocated for
the Six Nations of the Iroquois. Kellogg also was a
founding member of the Society of American
Indians and promoted unity among Native tribes.

Laura Cornelius Kellogg (1880-1947)
Poet, Author, Activist, and Suffragist

Juliette Gordon Low (1860-1927)
Girl Scout Founder

Juliette Gordon Low thrived in the outdoors and
wanted to share her love of nature by teaching
young girls how to enjoy the wilderness through
equipping them with the skills necessary to do so
safely and independently. She also wanted to teach
them how to live a full and productive life. To best
achieve this, girls, she believed, should develop a
well-rounded understanding of the world around
them and consider how to make it a better place for
others. On March 12, 1912, Low founded the Girl
Guides in America in Savannah, Georgia. In 1915,
the Girl Guides became known as the Girl Scouts of
America. The Girl Scouts has since grown to
become the largest voluntary organization for girls
ages six to seventeen in the world. To this day, the
Girl Scouts promote service, community and
individual well-being, the arts, and outdoor skills
and understanding.
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Maud Wood Park was a gifted organizer. An
activist for woman suffrage, Park was one of the
many women who lobbied for the 19th
Amendment granting women the right to vote in
the United States. From 1920 to 1924, Park
served as the first president of the newly formed
League of Women Voters. She also helped
organize the first Parent Teacher Association in
America.

Maud Wood Park (1871-1955)
Suffragist

Jeannette Rankin (1880-1973)
Suffragist, Politician, and Peace Activist

Women on the American frontier blazed trails in
more places than just the wilderness. They also
cleared the path for women to serve in
government office. Although Wyoming was the
first state to grant women suffrage, Montana was
the first state to elect a female to the United States
Congress by sending Jeannette Rankin to the
House of Representatives in 1916. Rankin, a
suffragist and peace activist, was the only legislator
to oppose America's involvement in World War I.
Her opposition to the war cost Rankin her
congressional seat; she lost her bid for reelection
in 1918. However, in 1940, Montanans again
elected Rankin to the House, and once more, she
opposed America's involvement in war when she
voted against the United States entering World
War II. Her two votes made her the only member
of Congress to vote against America's
involvement in both World Wars.
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Despite the Emancipation Proclamation freeing
slaves during the Civil War, there were many
obstacles in the path of African Americans seeking
to make their way in America as free men and
women. However, Madame C.J. Walker defied
those barriers to become a successful
businesswoman. Born the daughter of former
slaves, she made a fortune by developing a variety
of hair-care products. Her products were so
successful that Walker became the first female
African American millionaire. With her wealth she
became a philanthropist and donated money to the
National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People, the YMCA, the Tuskegee Institute,
and Bethune-Cookman College.
Madame C.J. Walker (1867-1919)
(a.k.a. Sarah Breedlove)
Business Entrepreneur and Millionaire

Alice Hamilton had few women role models in
medicine when she became a physician. Never-theless, her interest in wellness steered her toward a
ground-breaking career. Hamilton was a physician
who specialized in industrial medicine. She worked
for the U.S. Department of Labor from 1911 to
1921. During that time, she was successful in
improving health conditions in factories. Her work
laid the foundation for today’s workers’
compensation laws. She lived and worked in the
famous Hull House founded by Jane Addams. In
1919 she became the first female faculty member at
Harvard University.

Alice Hamilton (1869-1970)
Physician
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Opha May Johnson (1878-1955)

Soldier
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo can be viewed at the above hyperlink.
If men could serve in the armed forces, Opha May Johnson wondered, why could women not serve?
On August 13, 1918, she became the first woman to join the United States Marine Corps by being
first in line when over 300 women lined up to enlist in the Marine Corps Reserve. She held the rank
of private, then sergeant, making her also the highest-ranking woman during her service time. She
served until 1919. After World War I ended, Johnson and other women were disenrolled from the
Marine Corps Reserve when the government determined women were no longer needed. Johnson,
however, continued to work in the War Department for the Marine Corps as a civil servant.

Hetty Goldman (1881-1972)
Archaeologist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo can be viewed at the above hyperlink.
Few women were archaeologists at the turn of the twentieth century. There was pressure on those
who were to prove themselves as competent as men by being knowledgeable, organized, and precise.
Hetty Goldman showed her mettle and became respected among her male peers. In 1911, Goldman
became the first American woman to direct an archaeological excavation. The excavation took place
in Halae, Greece. Goldman later carried out excavations in Asia Minor, Yugoslavia, and Turkey. She
wrote extensively about her work in archaeology and won a gold medal in 1966 from the
Archaeological Institute of America for Distinguished Archaeological Achievement. Goldman did
not limit her life's work to archaeology. In addition, she was a humanitarian who worked to promote
safety for war refugees during World War II and the Balkan Wars.
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Harriet Quimby (1875?-1912)
Aviator
When airplanes were invented, some women were simply not satisfied being ushered to the
passenger section; they insisted on flying the new contraptions. One such woman was Harriet
Quimby. On August 1, 1911 Quimby became the first American woman to receive a pilot's license.
Although a poor landing caused her to fail her first flying test, she was successful in her second
attempt. Quimby wanted to set the record straight for women and prove their ability to pilot an
airplane. In 1912 she became the first woman to fly across the English Channel and was the first
woman authorized to fly the United States’ mail. Unfortunately, Quimby died in a tragic plane
accident on July 1, 1912 before ever delivering mail.
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Women as Voters — 1920 to 1929
The early 1920s were prosperous years for many Americans. After the passage of the 19th
Amendment, women felt empowered to make social, political, and economic decisions of their
own. They bobbed their hair, powdered their noses, rouged their cheeks, and dressed in less
conservative styles. Jazz music was popular throughout America, prompting a dance craze. This era
is best known as the “Roaring Twenties.” Women dressed as “flappers” to show that times had
changed for women. They believed they could do anything men could do and flaunted their
newfound freedom of expression.
During the twenties, a revolution for African American culture also took place in New York.
Known as the Harlem Renaissance, the time marked a golden age for African American culture and
the arts. It started in 1910 and was in full swing in the 1920s, lasting until the mid-1930s.
As women enjoyed more social independence, they gained a small amount of relief in the home as
well. The first electrical appliances eased their domestic burdens, including the first electric washing
machines and refrigerators. Women also benefited from radio, which expanded their knowledge
and understanding of the world outside their communities.
Despite these changes for women, economic independence was more difficult to achieve. A
number of women sought work outside the home but encountered age-old attitudes toward their
gender. Women were often denied employment simply because they were female. Those finding
work were paid less than men performing the same jobs. These and other forces steered most
working-class women into low-paying jobs that left very slim chances for economic independence.
Women of color faced double and triple the challenge due to racial prejudice, including prejudice
from white women.
Access to higher education, however, began opening up for women during this period. A growing
number began to graduate from college. Sadly, society viewed females who pursued professional
careers as odd and unnatural and made them the subject of speculation and criticism.
Approximately half of all career women at the time never married. Those who did married at a later
age and had fewer children.
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To the dismay of women, it soon became apparent that having the legal right to vote did not ensure
them economic opportunities equal to those of men. More work remained. Women again took to
activism, this time in pursuit of full and equal opportunity. In 1923, the National Women's Party
lobbied for the first congressional hearings on an Equal Rights Amendment (ERA), a proposed
amendment to the Constitution. This amendment was designed to ensure women's rights in all
aspects of public and private life equal to those of men. Congress, however, refused to pass it.
Despite the obstacles to full liberty women still faced, they made significant advancements in the
areas of politics, art, and literature in the 1920s. The first woman governor was elected in 1925. In
1928, the first woman in history was appointed to serve as a federal judge. A number of women
were awarded the coveted Pulitzer Prize for outstanding writing, and women artists set new
standards for dance and illustration design.
However, the stock market crash of 1929 would prove to be a setback for all Americans, male and
female, putting everything women had worked so hard to achieve at grave risk.
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Profiles 1920 to 1929
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Zitkala-Sa, a name Gertrude Simmons Bonnin
chose for herself in her teens, quickly saw the
need to preserve Native American culture or
risk it being lost forever. She dedicated herself
to cultural preservation through writing and
activism. She taught for several years before
turning to writing full-time. In 1926, she
founded the National Council of American
Indians and served as its president. The
organization advocated for American Indians
rights, health care, and education.
Zitkala-Sa (1876-1938)
(a.k.a. Gertrude Simmons Bonnin)
Native American Writer, Musician,
and Reformer

Adelina Otero-Warren was born in New Mexico.
As a young woman, she was active in the
suffrage movement, insisting suffragists advocate
for their cause in Spanish as well as English. She
was instrumental in getting New Mexico to ratify
the 19th Amendment. From 1917 to 1929, she
served as Santa Fe’s school superintendent. In
her role, she stressed the importance of bilingual
education. In 1922, she became the first Latina
to run for Congress. Though she lost her bid for
election, she remained active in New Mexico
politics. Otero-Warren led a number of
important boards and commissions.
Adelina “Nina” Otero-Warren
(1881-1965)
Teacher, Politician, Suffragist
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In 1921, Edith Wharton won a Pulitzer Prize for
her novel The Age of Innocence, making her the first
woman to win the coveted writing award. Her
ability to accurately depict the gentle and somewhat
tragic social values and lifestyles of wealthy
Americans in cities such as New York and Boston
at the turn of the twentieth century fascinated
readers. She was also nominated for the Nobel
Prize for Literature in 1927, 1928, and 1930.

Edith Wharton (1862-1937)
Novelist

Anna Julia Cooper (1858-1964)
Teacher and Principal

Born a slave, emancipated during the Civil War,
Anna Julia Cooper showed exceptional aptitude
in math. In fact, she was an excellent student
overall. After graduating from high school, she
attended Oberlin College and earned her
bachelor’s degree in 1884 and later a master’s
degree from Oberlin in 1888. Cooper became a
teacher and taught math, science, and Latin at a
preparatory school for African American students
in Washington, DC. Eventually, she took over as
its principal. In 1892, she published A Voice from
the South by a Black Woman of the South, calling for
the equal education of women, especially African
American women, and lectured across the
country. For several years she also taught college.
In 1925 she earned a doctorate from the
Sorbonne in France.
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Jessie Redmon Fauset was a writer,
author, and literary editor. She wrote both
fiction and poetry. Fauset leveraged her
pen and used her voice to work tirelessly
to eliminate racial prejudice in America.
She was a deeply influential woman
during the Harlem Renaissance,
mentoring other African American
writers, including Langston Hughes and
Nella Larson.
Photo credits to Bernard Botturi via
Wikimedia Commons
Jessie Redmon Fauset (1882-1961)
Author and Literary Editor

Neysa McMein (1888-1949)
Artist and Illustrator

Neysa McMein began her career in art in fashion
design and sketching. Her work eventually led her
to commercial illustrations. McCall's magazine
contracted her to design all of its covers from
1923 to 1937. She also produced illustrations for
some of America’s other most prominent
magazines, among them the Saturday Evening Post,
Photoplay, McClure's Magazine, Woman's Home
Companion, and Colliers. In addition to her
magazine illustrations, she designed commercial
ads and patriotic posters. In addition, McMein
painted portraits of numerous famous Americans,
including Presidents Harding and Hoover, Anne
Morrow Lindbergh, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and
Charlie Chaplin.
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Mary Church Terrell advocated for the rights
of African American women. She also wrote
about African American history and was a
charter member of the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People
(NAACP), which formed in 1909. In 1948,
she became the first African American
woman to be a member of the American
Association of University Women. Terrell
helped found the National Association of
Colored Women in 1896 and served as its
first president from 1986-1901.

Mary Church Terrell (1863-1954)
Civil Rights Activist, Social Reformer,
and Suffragist

On January 5, 1925, Nellie Tayloe Ross
became the first woman governor in the
history of the United States, elected by
the state of Wyoming. She served as
governor for two years. In 1933,
President Franklin D. Roosevelt named
her the director of the U.S. Mint.

Nellie Tayloe Ross (1876-1977)
Governor
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In 1923, Edna St. Vincent Millay became the
first woman to receive a Pulitzer Prize for
poetry for her book The Ballad of the HarpWeaver. She published her first poem when
she was only fourteen. St. Vincent Millay
graduated from Vassar College in 1917.
Besides writing poetry, she wrote and acted in
several plays. She is best known for her
sonnets. St. Vincent Millay had a rebellious
streak, and many considered her a symbol of
youth in the 1920s.

Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-1950)
Poet

Anna May Wong (1905-1961)
Actress

Anna May Wong was the first Chinese American
film star. As a child, she loved to go to the moves.
At nine, she decided she wanted to be a movie star.
At eleven, she created her stage name of Anna Mae
Wong. Her first role was at fourteen as an extra in
The Red Lantern. By the end of her career, she would
act in over sixty movies. But Wong felt the
American movie industry discriminated against her
because of her race, denying her roles that were not
stereotypical of Chinese people. In the late twenties,
she moved to Europe in hopes of more varied
opportunities. She found success while there, so
much the U.S. film industry begged her to come
back to America, promising her lead roles, which
never quite came to fruition in the way she hoped.
One of her most famous roles was in Shanghai
Express in 1932.
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In 1921, Zona Gale became the first woman to
win a Pulitzer Prize for drama. The prize was for
her novel Miss Lulu Brett, which was shown on
Broadway in 1920. Gale also wrote biographies,
essays, and other novels and was a reporter for
the Milwaukee Journal and Evening World. Her
novels depicted Midwestern life in America.

Zona Gale (1874-1938)
Writer

Alice Ball (1892-1916)
Chemist

Alice Ball was a chemist who developed a treatment
for leprosy that was considered the most effective
treatment for the disease for more than twenty years
after her discovery. Ball was an outstanding student
who was the first African American woman to earn a
master’s degree from the University of Hawaii and
the first female chemistry professor at the University
of Hawaii. Sadly, with such a promising career ahead
of her, she died at twenty-four. The cause of her
death was listed as tuberculosis, but the real reason
has been the subject of speculation. She may have
died from chlorine poisoning she was exposed to in a
lab setting.
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Annie Jump Cannon was an astronomer. She
studied physics and astrology at Wellesley College,
graduating in 1884. In 1896, she was appointed as
an assistant at the Harvard Observatory. There, she
specialized in classifying stars. In her stellar career,
she classified over 225,000 stars. In 1925, she
became the first woman to be awarded an honorary
doctorate from the University of Oxford. In 1938
she was appointed to the Harvard faculty. Cannon
never let the fact that she was nearly deaf
throughout her career keep her from pursuing her
aspirations or limiting her achievements.
Annie Jump Cannon (1863-1941)
Astronomer

Adelaide Johnson sculpted the monument
The Woman Movement. The monument is
located in Washington, DC and was
dedicated in 1921. It portrays the heads of
Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady Stanton,
and Lucretia Mott, leaders in the woman
suffragist movement.

Adelaide Johnson (1859-1955)
Sculptor
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Women as Reformers — 1930 to 1939
The 1930s brought difficult economic times upon Americans. After the stock market crash on Wall
Street in 1929, poverty unleashed itself with a fury. Jobs were scarce, and the cost of living skyrocketed. This period in American history, known as the Great Depression, was one of America’s
most trying times. Workers lost their jobs, farmers lost their farms to bank foreclosures, and
businesses closed when they weren’t able to pay their bills.
During this era, American women dedicated themselves with little money and few resources to
maintain a social fabric in the United States to offset the despair around them. Men, the traditional
economic providers for the family, were unable to find work. What they could find usually took
them far from home. As a result, the responsibility of keeping a family united during difficult and
trying conditions fell on the shoulders of the woman of the house.
Communities tried to help people meet their most basic needs for food, shelter, and clothing by
setting up soup kitchens and settlement houses to serve homeless and starving people, including
the continuing influx of immigrants to America. Women were instrumental in this work. Some of
America's greatest humanitarians emerged during this period, among the most prominent Jane
Addams, Pearl S. Buck, and Eleanor Roosevelt. They and others embodied the strength of
character women of the 1930s possessed amid widespread poverty, pain, and human suffering.
Women had been working to bring about social welfare reform for years, but it was not until the
Great Depression that America began to consider the country’s responsibility to help meet the
needs of the poor and elderly. Women spoke persuasively to Congress on behalf of those in need
and helped design and pass the New Deal.
The New Deal, signed into law by President Franklin Roosevelt in 1932, provided government
financial support to ease the suffering of the poor, the elderly, the unemployed, and the single
mother. Congress also passed during this era wage and hour legislation, the Fair Labor Standards
Act, and Aid to Dependent Children. Without the efforts of women working for the betterment of
society, Congress would likely not have passed these laws. Another ground-breaking piece of
legislation passed was Social Security in 1935.
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However, just as Americans were finally beginning to experience remnants of relief, by the end of
the decade, trouble was brewing again across the Atlantic Ocean. On September 1, 1939, Germany
invaded Poland. Great Britain and France declared war on Germany two days later on September
3rd.
The world teetered on the brink of a second world war.
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Profiles 1930 to 1939

Page 39 — American Women in the 20th Century, Part I: 1900 to 1949

Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962)
Diplomat and Humanitarian

Eleanor Roosevelt leads as one of America's
outstanding women of the twentieth century.
As wife of President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt, Eleanor Roosevelt gave women a
voice in the White House. She was not afraid
to speak out on controversial issues and was
the first First Lady in America to take an
active role in advocating for human rights.
Based on her efforts, President Harry
Truman appointed her as a delegate to the
United Nations (UN) in 1945. While at the
UN, she was instrumental in shaping and
passing the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights. In 1961, President John F. Kennedy
selected her to chair the Commission on the
Status of Women.

Frances Perkins became the first woman to
ever serve in the United States President’s
Cabinet when President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt appointed her Secretary of Labor in
1933. Perkins acted in her role until 1945, the
entire time President Roosevelt was in office.
Perkins was instrumental in shaping the New
Deal. As Secretary of Labor, she also
established the minimum wage and the fortyhour work week, along with numerous other
programs designed to meet the needs of
workers. Perkins is also the first known
LGBTQ to serve in the President’s Cabinet.

Frances Perkins (1880-1965)
Workers’ Rights Advocate and Politician
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Jane Addams (1860-1935)
Activist and Humanitarian

Jane Addams was a social worker, peace activist,
suffragist, and humanitarian. She is best known
for her efforts to improve living conditions for
immigrants and poor people in the United States.
In 1889, she opened Hull House, a settlement
house that offered food and shelter to the poor.
Addams was an active suffragist, and she worked
to increase the number of educational and
employment opportunities available to women.
In 1931, she and Nicholas Murray Butler won the
Nobel Peace Prize. Addams helped to found
several of America’s leading social organizations,
including the National Association for the
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), the
American Civil Liberties Union (ALCU), and the
Women's Peace Party.

Hattie Wyatt Caraway was the first woman
elected to the United States Senate. In 1931, she
was appointed to fill her deceased husband’s
Senate seat. In 1932, she ran for election on her
own merits in Arkansas and won. She served for
fourteen years and achieved a number of
“firsts” while there, including being the first
woman to preside over the Senate.

Hattie Wyatt Caraway (1878-1950)
U.S. Senator
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Born in Puerto Rico, Julia de Burgos was a
precocious child with a talent for language. She
graduated from college and became a teacher, a
writer, and an activist for social justice. As a
young woman she moved to New York, where
she identified with the African American
community in Harlem. Her artistry was most
evident in her poetry. In her short lifetime, she
wrote over 200 poems, many of which are
credited with helping to shape political forces that
gave birth to Puerto Rico’s modern identity.
Today in Puerto Rico there are stamps, schools,
parks, and streets dedicated in her name.
Julia de Burgos (1914-1953)
Poet

Pearl S. Buck (1892-1973)
Novelist and Humanitarian

Pearl S. Buck wrote both fiction and nonfiction
stories about women and won the Pulitzer Prize
for literature in 1932 for her book The Good Earth,
a story about agricultural life in China. In 1938
she won the Nobel Prize for Literature, making
her the first American woman to win both the
Pulitzer and the Nobel prizes. The Nobel Prize
was for her portrayal of Chinese life and
biographies of her parents. She also worked to
improve the lives of individuals with mental
handicaps, herself having a daughter with
disabilities. Buck founded an adoption agency for
Asian children and established the Pearl S. Buck
Foundation.
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Considered the "First Lady of Jazz,” Ella
Fitzgerald got her start in singing in the 1930s in
an amateur talent show at the Apollo Theater in
New York, intending to dance. At the last
minute before performing, she decided to sing
instead and charmed the audience. After that,
she sang in as many talent contests as she could
until a band hired her to travel with them and
sing. In 1936, she made her first recording. In
her lifetime, she would record more than two
hundred albums and perform at Carnegie Hall
twenty-six times, performing with some of jazz’s
greatest performers of all time.

Ella Fitzgerald (1917-1996)
Jazz Singer

Babe Didrikson Zaharias (1911-1956)
Athlete

Babe Didrikson was one of America's greatest
women athletes of all time. Nicknamed after
Babe Ruth, the baseball player, Didrikson
excelled in most sporting areas, including
baseball, basketball, and golf. But her best area
was track and field where she ran hurdles, threw
the javelin, and competed in the high jump. In
1932, she won three medals and set three world
records at the Olympic games in Los Angeles.
She also played professional baseball, basketball,
and golf. Didrikson was named the Associated
Press Woman Athlete of the Year six times and
helped to found the Ladies Professional Golf
Association (LPGA) in America. By 1954, she
had won the United States Women's Open golf
tournament three times.
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On May 21, 1932, Amelia Earhart became
the first woman in history to fly across the
Atlantic Ocean. Known as the “First Lady of
the Air,” she helped found the first
international aviation association for licensed
female pilots. Earhart attempted to fly
around the world. Tragically, she was last
heard from on July 2, 1937 in flight over the
Pacific Ocean with her flying companion.
Information about what happened to her on
this fated journey remains a mystery to this
day.
Amelia Earhart Putnam (1897-1937)
Aviator

Marian Anderson began singing in choirs when she
was eight years old. As an adult, she sang contralto
and was recognized around the world for her
extraordinary talent. In 1939, she was awarded the
Spingarn medal, an award for the highest achieving
African American. On October 7, 1954, Anderson
became the first African American to sign a
contract with the Metropolitan Opera in New York
City. In 1956, she published her autobiography, My
Lord, What a Morning, and in 1958 was named a
delegate to the United Nations. President Lyndon
B. Johnson awarded Anderson the Presidential
Medal of Freedom in 1963.

Marian Anderson (1897-1993)
Singer
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Margaret Chase Smith was the first woman to
serve in both the House of Representatives
(1940 -1949) and Senate (1949-1973). She was a
Republican from Maine. Before becoming a
representative, she was a teacher and worked
for a newspaper. She also was the first woman
elected to the Senate without first having been
appointed.

Margaret Chase Smith (1897-1995)
Politician

Katherine Dunham is credited with
introducing multiculturalism into modern
dance. Dissatisfied with the formalities of
traditional dance styles, Dunham introduced
movement grounded in ethnic styles,
especially African American styles. She later
introduced Asian styles of dance and various
styles from the Americas. Her choreography
was featured on Broadway and in film. She
eventually went on to establish and direct a
number of schools of dance and remained
active into her eighties. She was also
politically active. In 1993, she went on a
hunger strike to protest the U.S. government
policy of deporting Haitian refugees.
Katherine Dunham (1909-2006)
Dancer, Choreographer, and
Anthropologist
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Bessie Coleman was the first woman of
African American and Native American
descent to receive her pilot's license. She
was licensed in 1921 in France after having
been denied training in the United States
because of her race. Refusing to be deterred,
she had studied French then moved to Le
Crotoy, France for training. Afterward, she
returned to the United States. Coleman was
a daredevil aviator who liked to perform
tricks for audiences. Sadly, she died in a
tragic plane accident in which she was a
passenger on the plane.
Bessie Coleman (1892-1926)
Aviator

Ruth Fulton Benedict was one of the first
women anthropologists in the United States.
Despite a hearing impairment since
childhood, she earned a doctorate in
anthropology in 1923. Early in her career, she
met the famous anthropologist Margaret
Mead, and the two remained friends for life.
Benedict wrote extensively on anthropology
for the general public.

Ruth Fulton Benedict (1887-1948)
Anthropologist
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Dorothea Lange (1895-1965)
Photographer

Photo credit: Howard University

Dorothea Lange fell in love with photography
at an early age before she even owned a
camera. The minute she had one in her hands,
she was unstoppable. The effects of
childhood polio, which left her with a lifelong
limp did not slow her down. Her first
darkroom was a rented chicken coop. While
honing her skills using a camera, she found
she liked to photograph people in the
contexts of their daily lives and pursued
government photography projects for this
reason. She is best known for her
photographs of the Depression Era. In 1941,
she was named a Guggenheim Fellow.
However, she gave up the prestigious
fellowship to document the internment of
Japanese Americans during World War II
with her camera. Click here to see many of
her images.

As a young girl, Ruth Ella Moore was a bright,
conscientious student who long aspired to higher
education. In 1926, she earned a bachelor’s
degree from Ohio State University, followed by a
master’s degree in 1927. She continued her
studies and earned a doctorate in bacteriology in
1933, making her the first African American
woman or man to earn a doctorate in
microbiology and the first African American
woman to earn a doctorate in the natural
sciences. Moore studied the bacteriology of
tuberculosis, which at the time was a widespread
disease and considered a serious public health
risk. Her work helped to eventually eradicate the
dreaded disease years later.

Ruth Ella Moore (1903-1994)
Microbiologist
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Christine Quintasket (c. 1884-1936)
(a.k.a. Mourning Dove)
Author
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo can be viewed at the above hyperlink.
Christine Quintasket was born in Northern Idaho as a member of the Interior Salish tribes. She was
the first Native American woman to publish a novel, Cogwea. She complained, however, that her
agent and editor changed much of her prose before sending it off to be published, saying the words
no longer felt like hers. She was also the first woman elected to the council of the Confederated
Colville Tribes.

Muriel Wright (1889-1975)
Teacher, Historian, and Native American Rights Activist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Wright was born a member of the Choctaw Nation in Oklahoma. In addition to teaching, she
mapped the Choctaw Nation in Oklahoma and served on various committees and advisory boards.
Preserving her heritage was particularly important to her, and she wrote articles on Choctaw history
and culture, including biographies of Choctaw women. She received many awards for her
contributions to Indian history in her home state.

Emily Kau’I Zuttermeister (1909-1997)
Hula Master
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Zuttermeister, a Native Hawaiian, learned traditional Hawaiian culture from her parents and an
uncle. After studying hula dances and chants with her uncle, she opened her own school for hula,
teaching for over fifty years, as well as judging hula competitions.

Marguerite Williams (1895-1991)
Geologist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Marguerite Williams was the first African American to earn a doctorate in geology in the United
States when she graduated from Catholic University in 1942. After earning her bachelor’s degree
from Howard University in 1923, she became an assistant professor at Miner Teachers College in
Washington, DC, where she chaired the Division of Geography from 1923 to 1933.

Page 48 — American Women in the 20th Century, Part I: 1900 to 1949

Women as Soldiers — 1940 to 1949
As Americans began to recover from the devastating effects of the Great Depression, Europe had
entered a second world war. Totalitarian governments in the Soviet Union, Italy, and Germany were
taking hostile actions toward other countries. In the Pacific region, Japan was aggressively seeking new
territory.
Still recovering from the impact of World War I and an economic depression, America was reluctant
to become involved in foreign disputes. However, when Japan attacked the United States on December
7, 1941 at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, America could no longer remain on the sidelines. Unable to ignore
aggression on American soil, America entered World War II shortly after the attack and joined the
Allied Powers.
During the 1940s, American men enlisted in the armed forces to fight in the war. On the home front,
at the time, few women worked outside the home. But with so many jobs left vacant by men going
overseas, there was a shortage of workers. Women responded to the call in staggering numbers to fill
jobs in existing factories as well as new plants created or transformed into defense factories to meet
wartime demands for ships, planes, and weapons. A total of six million women entered the labor force
in the 1940s. Without them, the U.S. economy would have collapsed, and America would not have
been able to mount a successful war strategy.
American women also wanted to serve their country as soldiers. For the first time in history, women
enlisted in America’s armed services in special noncombat units created specifically for women.
Approximately 350,000 women signed up for the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAACS, 1942),
Women Accepted for Voluntary Emergency Service (WAVES, 1942), Women in the Air Force (WAFs,
1949), and the Women’s Air Force Service Pilots (WASPs, 1942), all formed during and after World
War II. Also initiated were the women's branches of the Marine Corps (MCWR) and the Coast Guard
Women's Reserve (SPARS).
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In all over twelve million Americans served in World War II. Nearly 300,000 soldiers—men and
women—died, a tragic loss for their families and for the United States. In addition to working in
factories and serving in the military, three million women volunteered for the Red Cross in support of
the war. Millions of other women kept farms and business going while the men were away. With their
husbands off to war, women were left to manage things on their own and make decisions they’d never
had to make before.
Eventually the war ended, but in some ways, Americans were just beginning to feel its full impact. To
many, the post-war era offered a future ripe with new opportunities. A new American dream for
economic prosperity emerged, in large part to the GI Bill, which enabled veterans to attend college at
the government’s expense. With higher education came higher wages and salaries. With a more
educated populace, innovation soared. In addition, during and after the war, record numbers of
babies were born in what became known as America’s “baby boom.”
But when men returned from the war and reclaimed their jobs, two million women were laid off from
their positions in heavy industry. Women not laid off felt pressured to resume being a full-time
housewife and mother. A number of women, however, wanted to continue to work outside the home
even though jobs once available to them were no longer an optioin. Those who did keep working
were paid less than their male counterparts for doing the same job.
All three—the baby boom, the GI Bill, and women’s experience in the workforce—would go on to
change things forever in America.
The second half of the twentieth century would look nothing like the first. In the first half of the
century, women had had tasted independence.
They would never go back to being sidelined.
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Profiles 1940 to 1949
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Oveta Culp Hobby (1905-1995)
Soldier, Newspaper Publisher, and
Secretary of Health, Education, and
Welfare

Oveta Culp Hobby was the first director of the
Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC). She
was named in 1942 and held the post until
1945. In 1943, the WAAC was changed to the
Women's
Army Corps
made part
Rosie
the Riveter
was a (WAC)
fictionaland
character
whoof
the regular
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the working
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World
named Hobby secretary of the U.S. Department
of Health, Education, and Welfare in 1953,
making her the second woman ever named to a
federal cabinet position. After leaving
Eisenhower’s cabinet in 1955, she became
president and editor of the Houston Post and
later chairman of the board in 1965. She was
also the director of the Corporation for Public
Broadcasting and served as the chairman of the
board for H&C Communications, Inc.

Nancy Harkness Love was the first woman to fly
all of the Army Air Force high performance
combat aircraft, including the P-51 Mustang and
other legendary fighter planes. Love also was the
first commander of the Women's Auxiliary
Ferrying Squadron (WAFS), a civilian unit that
was formed in 1942. The WAFS later became the
Women Airforce Service Pilots (WASPs). She
was instrumental in showing the Air Force that
women had the skill and ability to fly advanced
aircraft on the same level as men.
Nancy Harkness Love (1914-1976)
Aviator
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Miné Okubo
Japanese American Artist

Miné Okubo was a talented art student who earned a
master’s degree from Berkley in art and anthropology.
But in 1942, Okubo, along with other Japanese
Americans, was placed in an internment camp. While
in the internment camps, Okubo taught art to all ages.
While there, she also completed 2,000 drawings
depicting daily life in the camp, using charcoal,
watercolor, pen, and ink. At one of the camps, with
friends she founded a magazine, which Okubo
illustrated. Her drawings drew the attention of Fortune
Magazine, who asked her to illustrate for them. At
Fortune’s request, she was allowed to leave the camp
and move to New York to work for them. In 1946,
she published her own book, a graphic novel called
Citizen 13660, the number assigned to her in one of
the internment camps. The book included over two
hundred of her drawings. After the war, she became a
painter and illustrated for many of the major
magazines of the time. In 1984, her book Citizen 13660
won the American Book Award.

Hedy Lamarr may be best known for her career
as an actress, but she was a highly successful
inventor as well. Along with a male peer she
developed a communication system to guide
torpedoes. The system was designed to “hop”
radio waves. The Navy did not accept their
patented design, but her work in technology
formed the foundation for many of the advanced
technology solutions Americans use today,
including WiFi, Bluetooth, and GPS systems. She
has been nicknamed the “mother of WiFi.”

Hedy Lamarr (1914-2000)
Inventor and Actress
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In 1947, Gerty Cori became the first United States
woman to win the Nobel Prize for physiology or
medicine for her discoveries in medical research.
She shared the prize with her husband and an
Argentinean. Cori emigrated to the United States
from Prague in 1922 and had become a U.S.
citizen in 1928. She was appointed a professor in
biochemistry the same year she won the Nobel
Prize.

Gerty Cori (1896-1957)
Biochemist and Medical Researcher

Agnes de Mille was a dancer who is best known
for her choreography. In 1943, she
choreographed her first Broadway musical,
Oklahoma! In 1947, she received a Tony Award
for her choreography in Brigadoon. DeMille
choreographed many of America’s most famous
Broadway musicals, making her the first American
woman to both direct a musical and to
choreograph one. During her seventy-year career,
she choreographed twenty-one ballets and
seventeen musical theater productions.
Agnes de Mille (1905-1993)
Dancer and Choreographer
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Maria Tallchief was born into the Osage Nation in
Oklahoma. She excelled in dance and music, and
her family moved to California in hopes of
furthering her talent. She was drawn to ballet and
moved to New York to pursue a career as a ballet
dancer. She got her break as a stand-in dancer in
1942 when one of the major ballerinas had to step
down. In 1947, she danced with the Paris Opera,
becoming the first American to do so. Afterward,
she became a prima ballerina, and in 1960, she
became the first American to perform at the
Bolshoi Theater in Moscow. Throughout her life,
she spoke out in support of rights for Native
Americans.
Maria Tallchief (1925-2013)
Prima Ballerina

Anna Mary Robertson was an artist who painted
idyllic images of American rural life. Grandma
Moses, as she was nicknamed, didn’t start painting
until she was in her seventies. As a child, Anna
Mary would draw and paint her images with the
juice of berries. But it wasn’t until arthritis made
needlework too difficult for her in her later years
that she picked up a paintbrush and started sharing
her paintings. Her paintings were discovered in a
drugstore in 1938. Overall, she painted 1,500 works
of art. She won numerous awards for her paintings,
paintings which hang in museums and art galleries
today. In 1952, she wrote her autobiography My
Life's History.

Anna Mary Robertson (1860-1961 )
(a.k.a. Grandma Moses)
Painter
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Ella Cara Deloris was a Dakota Indian, born on the
Yankton Sioux Reservation but raised on the
Standing Rock Reservation. She spoke multiple
native languages and dialects and was committed to
preserving native culture and translated Sioux
stories into English. She also worked with some of
the most famous anthropologists of her time while
studying a number of native cultures. Her work
became high regarded. In 1940, she wrote a novel,
Waterlily.

Ella Cara Deloris (1889-1971)
Anthropologist, Ethnographer,
Linguist, and Author

Edith Clark (1883-1959)
Electrical Engineer
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Edith Clark was the first female electrical engineer in the United States, earning her degree in 1919
from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). Orphaned at thirteen, she used her
inheritance to go to college. She filed a patent for a graphical calculator in 1921. In 1947, she
became the first electrical engineering professor in the country at the University of Texas in Austin.
According to her biography, she achieved many other significant firsts for women in the field of
engineering.

Audrey Patterson-Tyler (1926-1996)
Olympic Track and Field Medalist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Audrey Patterson-Tyler was the first African American woman to win an Olympic medal. In 1948
she won a bronze medal in the 200-meter sprint in London. Patterson-Tyler went on to become a
physical education teacher. She remained active in track and field as a coach, serving as the manager
for the United States women’s track team from 1969 through 1974.
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Alice Coachman (1923-2014)
Olympic Gold Medalist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
In 1948 in London, Alice Coachman was the first African American to win an Olympic gold medal
for her high jump in track and field. In 1996, she was recognized as one of the one hundred greatest
Olympians in history. She has been inducted into nine halls of fame, including the National Track &
Field Hall of Fame in 1975 and the U.S. Olympic Hall of Fame in 2004.

Mary Golda Ross (1908-2008)
Rocket Scientist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Mary Golda Ross was the first Native American female engineer in America and the first female
engineer to work at Lockheed. She worked in aerospace design and rocket science, starting first as a
mathematician when she joined Lockheed. Ross would go on to have an exceptional career working
on top level projects. She was a member of the Cherokee Nation.

Felicitas Mendez (1916-1998)
Puerto Rican
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Felicitas Mendez was born in Puerto Rico, but her family moved to the United States mainland when
she was a child. Mendez was a civil rights activist. In 1946, along with her husband, she led an effort
to change California’s school segregation policies. The landmark case was the first to move the
United States toward public school integration.

Grace Lee Boggs (1915-2015)
Activist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Grace Lee Boggs was the daughter of Chinese immigrants. In 1940 she earned a doctorate in
philosophy. She chose a life of activism, advocating for tenants’ rights and workers’ rights, especially
for people of color and other marginalized populations. She was married to an African American and
became involved with the March on Washington Movement (MOWM), an African American
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organization formed to bring attention to segregation and the discrimination of African Americans
by gathering large crowds to march in Washington, DC. MOWM is considered foundational to the
1960s Civil Rights movement.

Josefa Llanes Escoda (1898-1945)
Social Worker
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Josefa Llanes Escoda was a Filipina who dedicated her life to social justice. In 1940 she started the
Girl Scouts in the Philippines. In 1923, she was the executive secretary of the National Federation of
Women’s Clubs in the Philippines and later served as president from 1941-44. World War II was
devastating for the people of the Philippines. Despite the harsh impact of the war, Escoda was
determined to be a voice for justice. However, in 1944, the Japanese arrested her. She is believed to
have been executed in 1945.

Margaret Leech (1893-1974)
Historian and Novelist
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available using an online search.
Margaret Leech was the first woman to win a Pulitzer Prize for history. She actually won it twice,
first in 1942, and again in 1960, making her the only woman to win it a second time. Her first
Pulitzer Prize was for her writings about the civil war; her second was for a biography of President
McKinley. Leech also wrote several successful novels.
Helen Eugenie Moore Anderson (1909-1997)
United States Ambassador
No photo is available in the public domain, but a photo is available at the above hyperlink.
Helen Eugenie Moore Anderson was the first woman to serve as a United States Ambassador to a
foreign country, Denmark. She was named to her post by President Harry S. Truman in 1949. She also
was the first woman to sign a national treaty between the United States and a foreign country when
she signed a friendship agreement with Denmark in 1951.
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