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The period between 1873 and 1920 witnessed a pivotal moment in American
history, marked by the burgeoning women's suffrage movement and a dramatic
shift in the role of women in society. This era profoundly impacted the nursing
profession, shaping its identity and trajectory. Examining this intersection of
nursing history, women's suffrage, and feminism in America reveals a
compelling narrative of resilience, struggle, and ultimately, progress, one that the
National League for Nursing (NLN) series helps us understand in depth. This article
delves into the intricate relationship between these forces, highlighting the crucial
role nurses played in both the social and political upheavals of the time.

The Rise of Professional Nursing and the Seeds of
Change
Before 1873, nursing was largely viewed as unskilled labor, often associated with
charity work and lacking formal training or professional recognition. However, the
late 19th century witnessed a significant paradigm shift. The establishment of the
first nursing schools, including the Nightingale model, provided a framework for
structured training and professionalization. This nascent professionalization
coincided with the growing feminist movement and the fight for women's suffrage,
creating fertile ground for collaboration and mutual support. Many early nursing
leaders actively championed women's rights, recognizing the inherent connection
between professional autonomy and political empowerment. The limited career
options available to women at the time made nursing a relatively attractive
pathway, especially for those seeking independence and intellectual stimulation.
This era laid the foundation for the National League for Nursing's future role in
advocating for nurses' rights and professional standards.

### The Impact of the Suffrage Movement on Nursing

The women's suffrage movement provided a powerful model for nursing's own
quest for professional legitimacy. The strategies employed by suffragists –
organizing, lobbying, public advocacy, and sustained political action – resonated
deeply with nurses who were striving for similar goals within their own profession.
The shared experience of fighting for recognition and equality fostered a strong
sense of solidarity between these two groups. Many nurses actively participated in
suffrage parades and rallies, demonstrating their commitment to both professional
and political advancement. This cross-pollination of activism strengthened both
movements, demonstrating the power of collective action. The NLN archives offer
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valuable insights into the extent of this involvement.

The National League for Nursing and its Role
The formation of the National League for Nursing (then known as the American
Society of Superintendents of Training Schools for Nurses) in 1893 marked a crucial
moment in the development of the nursing profession. This organization played a
critical role in setting standards for nursing education and practice, thereby
bolstering the profession’s credibility and elevating its status. The NLN's early
commitment to improving nursing education laid the groundwork for future
generations of nurses to participate more fully in social and political reform. This
focus on education directly mirrored the feminist ideal of equipping women with the
tools and knowledge to actively shape their lives and society.

### Advocacy and Reform through the NLN

The NLN actively engaged in advocacy work, championing issues such as improved
working conditions for nurses, fair wages, and better access to healthcare. This
advocacy mirrored the broader goals of the women's suffrage movement. The
organization's publications and conferences provided platforms for nurses to
articulate their concerns, share best practices, and collaborate on strategies for
reform. The fight for better working conditions within nursing became interwoven
with the larger fight for women’s rights to fair labor practices and equitable
treatment within the broader workforce. Examining NLN publications from this
period sheds light on the specific challenges faced by nurses and the strategies
they employed to address these issues.

The Intersection of Professional and Political
Activism
The period between 1873 and 1920 witnessed an unprecedented level of cross-
pollination between professional and political activism among nurses. Women who
were forging careers in nursing often became involved in suffrage organizations,
bringing with them a unique perspective rooted in their professional experiences.
The struggles they faced in the nursing profession – including low pay, challenging
working conditions, and limited opportunities for advancement – fueled their
commitment to broader social and political change. This understanding provided
valuable insight into systems of power and inequality. The collective action
undertaken in both arenas highlights the symbiotic relationship between
professional progress and political activism. This era serves as a powerful
illustration of how professional fields can be catalysts for social change.

The Legacy of the Era: Building on the
Foundations
The passage of the 19th Amendment in 1920, granting women the right to vote,
marked a watershed moment that profoundly impacted the landscape for nurses.
However, the struggle for equal rights and professional recognition continued. The
foundation laid by early nursing leaders and the NLN's commitment to professional
standards ensured that the gains made during this period would be sustained and
built upon in subsequent years. The hard-fought battles for autonomy and
recognition served as a catalyst for further progress in nursing and women’s rights
as a whole. The impact of this era continues to resonate within the NLN and the
nursing profession itself, shaping its commitment to social justice and advocacy.
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Conclusion
The period between 1873 and 1920 represents a critical juncture in the history of
nursing and the broader fight for women's rights in America. The intersection of
nursing, suffrage, and feminism resulted in a significant transformation of the
nursing profession, elevating its status, and empowering nurses to advocate for
themselves and their patients. The National League for Nursing played a pivotal
role in this evolution, setting standards for professional practice and fostering a
culture of advocacy and reform. By examining this history, we can gain valuable
insights into the enduring power of collective action, the importance of professional
organizations, and the significant impact of social movements on shaping the lives
of women and the development of professional fields.

FAQ
Q1: How did the Nightingale model impact the professionalization of
nursing?

A1: The Nightingale model, emphasizing systematic training and a focus on hygiene
and patient care, provided a much-needed framework for professionalizing nursing.
Before Nightingale's influence, nursing was largely unregulated and lacked formal
educational standards. The Nightingale model established a structured curriculum,
attracting more educated women and raising the prestige of the profession. This
laid the groundwork for the establishment of professional nursing organizations like
the NLN.

Q2: What specific strategies did nurses use to advocate for themselves
during this period?

A2: Nurses employed a range of strategies, including forming professional
organizations (like the NLN), lobbying for improved legislation (regarding working
conditions and wages), publishing articles and journals to articulate their concerns
and advocate for better practice standards, and actively participating in suffrage
movements and political campaigns.

Q3: How did the women's suffrage movement influence the goals and
activities of the NLN?

A3: The suffrage movement directly inspired the NLN's approach to advocacy. The
shared experiences of fighting for political and professional equality fostered a
sense of solidarity and mutual support. Suffragists' strategies of organizing,
lobbying, and public awareness campaigns were adapted and applied by the NLN to
advocate for nurses' rights and improved working conditions.

Q4: What were some of the major obstacles faced by nurses during this
period?

A4: Nurses faced numerous obstacles, including low wages, long working hours,
poor working conditions (especially in hospitals), limited opportunities for career
advancement, and a lack of societal recognition of their contributions to healthcare.
The dominance of male physicians within the medical establishment further limited
their authority and opportunities.

Q5: How did the professionalization of nursing contribute to the broader
women's rights movement?

A5: The professionalization of nursing provided a pathway to independence and
self-sufficiency for women, countering traditional societal expectations. The
increasing numbers of educated and professionally trained women in nursing
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expanded their participation in public life and reinforced their ability to impact
social and political change.

Q6: What is the relevance of studying this historical period for
contemporary nurses?

A6: Studying this period offers invaluable lessons on advocacy, organizational
development, and the importance of collective action. It underscores the enduring
struggle for equity and justice within the healthcare system and highlights the
ongoing need for nurses to actively participate in shaping their profession and
advocating for their patients. It also serves as a testament to the power of
collective action.

Q7: Where can I find more information about the NLN's role in this era?

A7: The NLN archives are an excellent resource for primary source materials,
including publications, correspondence, and meeting minutes from the period.
Academic journals and books focusing on the history of nursing and women's
suffrage also offer valuable insights.

Q8: How did the experiences of nurses during this period shape the
nursing profession today?

A8: The struggles and victories of nurses during this formative period laid the
groundwork for many aspects of modern nursing, including strong professional
organizations, standardized education and practice, and a commitment to advocacy
and social justice. The legacy of this era continues to inform the profession’s
commitment to patient advocacy and social responsibility.

Taking Charge: Nursing, Suffrage, and Feminism in America (1873-1920) – A
National League for Nursing Perspective

The period between 1873 and 1920 witnessed a significant transformation in the
sphere of American nursing. This era, concurrent with the burgeoning women's
suffrage movement, saw nurses vigorously engage with feminist ideals and battle
for greater self-determination within their profession. This article explores the
intricate relationship between nursing, suffrage, and feminism during this crucial
period, drawing on the rich historical materials available through the National
League for Nursing (NLN) and other repositories.

The late 19th and early 20th centuries were defined by a increasing awareness of
women's disadvantages in American society. While many women centered their
efforts on securing the right to vote, others sought improvements in their
professional lives. Nursing, a field mostly occupied by women, became a
battleground for this fight. Initial nursing education was often lacking, characterized
by substandard training and limited opportunities for advancement. Nurses were
often treated as subordinate to physicians, their expertise belittled, and their
compensation meager.

The emergence of professional nursing organizations, such as the NLN’s
forerunners, played a critical role in tackling these issues. These organizations
championed for improved educational standards, improved pay, and greater
recognition of nurses' abilities. The movement for professionalization was
inextricably linked to the broader feminist campaign, as women desired to achieve
control over their own professions.

The suffrage movement directly influenced the struggles of nurses. Many nurses
were involved suffragists, recognizing the connection between political
marginalization and their own constrained opportunities. The discourse of
suffrage—highlighting self-determination, equality, and the right to participate in
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public life—resembled strongly with the aspirations of nurses seeking to enhance
their professional position.

For example, Lavinia Dock, a prominent nurse and activist, was a fierce advocate
for both suffrage and nursing reform. Her writings and advocacy stressed the value
of educated, professional nurses and connected this goal to the broader struggle for
women's rights. The stories of other nurses, documented in NLN archives and other
archival materials, reveal a layered portrait of their engagement in both the
suffrage movement and the ongoing fight for professional acknowledgment.

The achievement of women's suffrage in 1920 marked a significant milestone, but
the battle for equality in nursing continued. The NLN and other organizations
continued their work to enhance instructional criteria, champion for fair wages, and
advance the professional growth of nursing. The inheritance of this early period of
nursing history serves as a powerful lesson of the significance of collective action
and the link between social justice and professional advancement.

In closing, the period from 1873 to 1920 witnessed a significant intertwining of
nursing, suffrage, and feminism in America. Nurses energetically participated in the
struggle for women's rights, seeing the close relationship between political equality
and professional progress. The actions of organizations like the NLN’s ancestors,
alongside individual activists, played a vital role to improving the status of nurses
and establishing the foundation for the modern nursing profession. The insights
learned during this era remain relevant today, reminding us of the persistent need
for advocacy and social justice.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)

Q1: How did the suffrage movement directly benefit nurses? The suffrage
movement's emphasis on women's rights and self-determination provided a
powerful framework for nurses to advocate for better working conditions, higher
pay, and greater professional respect. The shared goals of equality and autonomy
fostered a sense of solidarity and mutual support.

Q2: What role did the National League for Nursing (or its predecessors)
play in these events? NLN predecessors played a crucial role in advocating for
improved nursing education, higher professional standards, and better working
conditions for nurses. These efforts were deeply intertwined with the broader
feminist and suffrage movements.

Q3: What lasting impact did this period have on the nursing profession?
This era laid the groundwork for the modern nursing profession, establishing higher
educational standards, increasing professionalization, and significantly improving
the status and opportunities for women in nursing.

Q4: Are there any primary sources available to learn more about this
topic? Yes, the NLN archives, along with other historical societies and university
libraries, hold a wealth of primary source materials, including letters, diaries,
organizational records, and publications from this period, providing invaluable
insights into the lives and experiences of nurses at the time.
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