Our Community celebrates the varied people,

organizations, and institutions that make up the rich tapestry
that is Tompkins County. These displays highlight the diversity
of our people past and present, at work and play, and in service
to each other.

The League
of
Women Voters

In New York State the struggle for women’s
suffrage was fought as early as the 1840s, and the
New York State Women’s Suffrage Association
was active throughout the state. Interestingly,
Tompkins County women came late to the cause,
only forming suffrage groups in the 1890s. One
woman in Ithaca who fought for suffrage was New
Jersey native Louisa Riley (pictured left). Riley and
her husband came to Ithaca in 1894 to be near her
son who was attending Cornell. Disappointed that
there wasn’t a suffrage organization in town, she
collaborated with the State Suffrage Association
when they worked to hold their annual convention
here. She fostered the formation of the Ithaca Women’s Club, which had a suffrage “section.”
Within a few years this splintered off to form its own group, the Political Study Club, and other
local clubs formed in Newfield and Groton. From this modest start, Tompkins County women
enthusiastically embraced the cause, and by 1915, when the state held a referendum to offer
women the vote, few counties passed it. But in Tompkins it passed by 115 votes. Final success
came across the state in 1917, and, in 1920, with the ratification of the 19th amendment to the
Constitution, across the country.
Louisa Riley moved back to New Jersey in 1899 after her son finished at Cornell, but she remained
honorary president of the Political Study Club until her death in 1917. Her legacy of activism and
advocacy lives on in the work of the Tompkins County League of Women Voters.

The League of Women Voters
was founded in 1920, the year
women’s suffrage was written
into the Constitution. The
Tompkins County League was
established that same year and
still exists today, welcoming both
men and women as members. The
League grew out of the National
American Women Suffrage
Association which spearheaded
the initial movement to get
women the right to vote.
Initially, the League took on
teaching the 20 million recently
enfranchised women the rights
and responsibilities of good
citizenship. League emphasis
then, as now, focused on the
importance of individuals working together to achieve good government that was responsive to
the needs of all citizens.

The activities of The League of Women
Voters falls into three categories; Voter
Service, Program, and Advocacy.
Today, the League posts bulletins, holds
meetings, and sponsors community
informational events.
Louisa Riley moved back to New Jersey
in 1899 after her son finished at Cornell,
but she remained honorary president
of the Political Study Club until her
death in 1917. Her legacy of activism
and advocacy lives on in the work of the
Tompkins County League of Women
Voters.

The League of Women Voters is very
interested in educating the public on major
political issues. In the past, the League
produced and published several pamphlets
and small books including; “How to Win
Civic Campaigns,” “Why Vote? The ABC’s
of Citizenship,” “Know your County,” and
“The Role of Political Parties in the U.S.A.”
to name just a few. By educating the public,
both men and women, the League of Women
Voters influenced people to become involved
in politics and excited to vote on different
matters.
Photo: Booklet issued by The Tompkins County League of Women
Voters.

The League program is comprised of issues
selected by its membership for study,
discussion and action. The Tompkins County
League carries out its study of these issues
in committees chaired by members who also
serve on the Board of Directors. Committee
membership is open to any interested
League member. Meetings are arranged at
the convenience of committee members, and
often baby-sitting services were provided for
the committee meetings. The League depends
on volunteer woman power and committee
chairs welcome all interested participants.
Photo: December bulletin distributed to the members of the The
Tompkins County League of Women Voters.

“For them our sisters, and future generations must we labor.” Susan B. Anthony

The History Center in Tompkins County would like to give a special
thank you to Florence B. Smith and Linda Duttweiler of the League
of Women Voters in Tompkins County, for providing information
and support for this exhibit. And a thank you to the rest of the
members of the League for “Making Democracy Work.”

