Average Iraqi citizens put us to shame in the voting booth
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In the seven years since the U.S. invasion, there's been little to make me think the average Iraqi citizen might be better than us Americans. 

No doubt that has a lot to do with the selective news coverage: Mostly what we hear about is somebody blowing themselves to pieces, killing and maiming their fellow countrymen. That's hardly something that could earn our admiration. Flailing away in random violence - it smacks of hopelessness, the very antithesis of the American spirit. 

In at least one regard, though, Iraqi behavior puts us to shame. That would be in the voting booth. 

For the most part, voting in America is about as difficult as signing up for a free refrigerator. We may have to stand in line for a bit, but with the vote-by-mail movement, even that's quickly becoming a thing of the past. For us this basic duty is a minor inconvenience. 

In Iraq, by contrast, people die for the privilege. They stand in line and risk becoming targets, collateral damage. And yet they stand. 

Few living Americans have ever had to demonstrate such gumption. 

Today, however, marks the 90th anniversary of a time when people were willing to fight and suffer for the right to vote. 

It was on Aug. 26, 1920, that Secretary of State Bainbridge Colby certified passage of the 19th Amendment, which gave women the right to vote. Appropriately enough, the issue was decided by a single vote when 24-year-old lawmaker Harry Burn listened to his mother and gave suffrage his thumbs up. That allowed Tennessee to become the 36th and final state needed for ratification. 

Adele Plouffe with the Lewis-Clark Valley chapter of the League of Women Voters said the women's suffrage movement began in the mid-19th century. Many of the original proponents had links with the temperance movement and with efforts to abolish slavery. 

"At the time, women didn't have the right to lobby Congress, and it was a scandal if they were asked to speak in public," Plouffe said. "A couple of women went to a Temperance Union meeting in London, but they weren't allowed to speak or even participate. They were supposed to sit in a small, curtained-off room." 

Women began forming state and national associations, building support at the grassroots level. They signed petitions and sent letters to lawmakers, held marches and hunger strikes. 

"They had a tough row to hoe," Plouffe said. "A lot of the original supporters didn't live to see it happen, but they just stuck with it. That's what stands out in my mind." 

Washington was the 35th state to ratify the 19th Amendment. Idaho was the 30th; it was one of the first states to give women the right to vote in state and local elections. 

The southern states were the main holdouts against the amendment, together with Vermont and Connecticut. Another major opponent, Plouffe said, was the beer and wine industry. 

"They thought if women got the vote, it would lend support to the temperance movement," she said. 

The industry lost that battle, though, when the 18th Amendment prohibiting the sale or manufacture of liquor was ratified in January 1919. 

The battle for women's suffrage lasted more than 70 years. It's hard to reconcile that fact - much less the incredible courage of Iraqi voters - with modern voting statistics. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, almost 30 percent of the voting-age population isn't even registered to vote. Add in those who are registered but who don't vote and that jumps to 40 percent - 75 million people who can't be bothered to lift a finger. That's a statistic to make Iraqis and old suffragettes turn in their graves. 
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