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nineteenth-century views of women in their art. These
views, however, were in opposition to the needs of the
state during the war. The more non-traditional images
had to be shown to support, the roles the government
required women to fill during the war. The new self
perceptions women gained during the war could not
simply be forgotten. Even women who were not actively
involved in the war effort saw these images of publicly
minded mothers, sexually aware women, and working
women and were informed, in a way, about their own
changing cultural identity as American women.

Alexandra Bisio is a senior American History major
with a special interest in women’s and gender history.
She currently works at the Orradre Library in Archives
and Special collections and will be pursuing a Master’s
degree in Library and Information Science at Simmons
College beginning next fall.
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       “Her Honor Takes the Bench,” New York Times, 29 January1

1965. Article accessed at:  <http://www.time.com/time/
magazine/article/0,9171,839164,00.html>.

       Mary Beth Norton and Ruth M. Alexander Major Problems2

in American Women’s History, 3  ed. (New York: Houghtonrd

Mifflin Company, 2003.)

“We Must Get into the Arena”:  The
Feminism of Judge Sarah T. Hughes

Emma Nagengast

An ardent advocate of women’s rights, Judge Sarah
T. Hughes said, “The sooner we get to consider women
as individuals rather than as women, the better it will
be.  All women are not alike, just as all men are not
alike.”   Contemporary American women continue to1

advocate for their full equality, a fight introduced in
the 1800s.  Many women, like their predecessors, use
the legal system to force society to apply the Constitu-
tion’s guarantee of equality.  As an activist, lawyer,
politician, and judge, Sarah T. Hughes paved the way
for contemporary American feminists. 

Hughes strenuously advocated women’s rights.
Born on 2 August 1896, she lived an atypical life for a
woman of her time.  Contrary to the norms for women
in American society during the 1920s, she attended
college.  While working as a police officer, she studied
law.  Hughes stepped out of the prescribed domestic
sphere and became an educated, working profes-
sional.   Her professional life continued to be unique.2

She paved the way for women in the legal profession.
In 1935, Hughes was appointed judge of the fourteenth
District Court in Dallas, becoming Texas’s first female
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       William Hicks, “Judge Sarah T. Hughes Collection,”3

University of Northern Texas Libraries, Accessed at:
<http://www.library.unt.edu/archives/historical-
manuscripts/historical-manuscripts-exhibits/hughes/>.
       Robert S. LaForte and Richard Himmel, “Sarah T. Hughes,4

John F. Kennedy and the Johnson Inaugural, 1963,” East Texas
Historical Journal vol. 27 (1989): 1. 

district judge.  That would not be the only barrier she
would break for women; in 1961 President John F.
Kennedy appointed her to the federal bench, making
her the first woman to serve as a federal district judge
in Texas.   Hughes became nationally known on 223

November 1963 when she administered the presiden-
tial oath of office to Lyndon B. Johnson after the
assassination of President John F. Kennedy.  In a time
of national tragedy Hughes stepped in and became the
first woman to swear a president into office.   While4

making remarkable advances as a woman and a judge,
Hughes used her intelligence and passion for women’s
rights to pave the way to equality for all American
women.  Ruling in cases such as Roe v. Wade and
Shultz v. Brookhaven General Hospital, Hughes ruled
in favor of women’s rights.  Hughes used her career
and the power of the law to advance the position of
women in American society.

The feminist, political activist was born on
2 August 1896 to James Cooke Tilghman and Eliza-
beth Haughton.  Sarah was not brought up in a life
where her gender strictly defined her ability.  Through-
out her childhood, despite the family’s modest circum-
stances, Sarah’s mother constantly reminded her that
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       Gantt, 15 Jan. 1969, 11.7

       Jane Fishburne Collier, “Women in Politics,” Woman,8

Culture, and Society, ed. Michelle Zimbalist Rosaldo and Louise
Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974), 93.

she was capable of doing anything she dreamed.5

Sarah carried this mindset with her throughout her
life.  Also unique to Hughes’s childhood was her early
introduction to politics. When she attended the 1912
Democratic National convention in Baltimore, at the
age of sixteen, Sarah was “exposed to Progressive
rhetoric” and felt that one day she would like to be
onstage at such a convention.   Sarah Hughes always6

felt she had “politics in her blood.”7

Sarah Tilghman’s early desire to become involved
in politics differed from the norm. Women stayed out
of the “public sphere,” including politics.  Women’s
limited role in the political arena in the late 19th

century was directly tied to their role as mothers;
“ambitious” women worked to raise their sons and
persuade their husbands to align with their political
mindset.  However, the Progressive Era brought8

change, which influenced Tilghman.  Her parents
fostered her ability to be a politically conscious citizen
during her youth, creating a strong foundation for her
later political involvement. 

Many factors influenced the political and social
stances that Hughes took throughout her career as a
lawyer, politician, and judge.  As a high school senior
in 1912 Sarah Tilghman demonstrated her feminist
ideals during a heated debate over women’s suffrage.
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       Payne, 10-11.9

       Glenna Matthews, The Rise of Public Woman (New York:10

Oxford University Press, 1992), 177.
       Ibid.11

Tilghman “resolved that women should vote,” and led
her team to victory.   As a young, successful debater,9

influenced by her family’s involvement in politics and
the Progressive era, Tilghman’s motivated, intelligent
personality took shape.  It was key to the success of
her career and allowed her to advance the position of
women. 

Like many elite women of the early 1900s, Sarah
Tilghman continued her education in an all female
college.  In September 1913 she enrolled in Goucher
College in Baltimore.  The education of the white elite
women was mostly separated from men’s, and formed
the groundwork of the women’s movement of the early
twentieth century. College education was a significant
stepping-stone to this transformation for some women,
including Tilghman. 

Just as educational opportunities were often
segregated by gender, postgraduate career options
were split by similar barriers.   The 19  centuryth

women’s culture, centered around “reverence for the
home and respect for the house wife, was rapidly
dismantled.”   While this advancement must not be10

overstated (“as late as 1930 only 11.7 percent of
married women were gainfully employed outside the
home”), some women were breaking out of their
prescribed domestic sphere and into the public
world.   Certain new careers in the public sphere,11

such as teaching and nursing, were seen as women’s
professions.  Tilghman became a teacher.  According
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       Gantt, 15 Jan. 1969, 1. 12

       Payne, 17.13

       Gantt, 15 Jan. 1969, 2.14

      Ibid, 3.  15

       Payne, 22.16

       Gita Wilder and Bruce Weingarter, ed. Databook on17

Women in Law School and in the Legal Profession (Newton: Law
School Admissions Council, 2003), 50.  

to Tilghman, “about the only thing a girl could do at
that time was teach school.  At least I thought that was
about the only thing I could do.”   This career path did12

not interest Sarah for long.  Her personality lacked the
patience for teaching, opportunities for advancement
were limited, and she feared the monotony:  “she told
an interviewer years later—that if she remained there
she might become a stereotypical old maid teacher.”13

The career was too limited for her ambitious personal-
ity.

Tilghman’s decision to leave her teaching career
diverged from the normal path of the typical middle-
class white woman in the early twentieth century.
Following in the footsteps of her childhood hero, her
older male cousin, she decided that she would study
law.   On 19 October 1919, she matriculated as a14

student of law at George Washington University in
Washington D.C.

As a law student, Tilghman did not notice a divide
between male and female students.   George Washing-15

ton University’s law school was extremely advanced in
gender equality; in 1921, 15 percent of the students
were women.   (Even years later, in 1947, women16

enrolled in American Bar Association-approved law
schools constituted only three percent of all law
students. )  During her years as a student Tilghman17
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       Ibid.18

       Gantt, 15 Jan. 1969, 2.19

       Ibid.20

       Susan Ehrlich Martin, Breaking and Entering Police21

Woman on Patrol (Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1980), 21. 
       Ibid, 21-22. 22

was very involved in women’s organizations on cam-
pus; she was one of “sixty-four members of the
Women’s Legal Club, dedicated to the promotion of a
high standard of professional ethics and the prepara-
tion of women students for a fully and worthy partici-
pation in the American system of self-government,”
and a member of her school’s women’s legal fraternity,
Kappa Beta Pi.   Although she never personally felt18

discrimination as a woman, as a member of these
groups she continually advocated equality between
men and women at the university.  19

In order to finance her study of law Tilghman
applied for a position as a police officer in the District
of Columbia.   Only nine years after Alice S. Wells of20

Los Angeles became the first American policewoman,
Tilghman joined the force.   Many women had fought21

to join the force as “part of a social movement with a
special mission… to reshape their place in society and
alter society’s major social institutions, as part of a
social crusade tied to larger reforms.”  Their goal was
to “‘save’ wayward youth and helpless women from the
evils of industrialism, alcohol, and other abuses.”   A22

main reason for this goal was the “girl problem” that
arose in the late 19  and early 20  centuries.  Premar-th th

ital pregnancy was on the rise, from 12.6 percent of all
pregnancies between 1841 and 1880, to 24.4 percent
between 1881 and 1910.  Women sought to join the
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       Janis Appier, Policing Women (Philadelphia: Temple23

University Press, 1998), 25.
       Gantt, 15 Jan. 1969, 3. 24

       Ibid.25

police force, in part, to “clean up” the sexual rebellion
taking place during the Progressive Era.   Tilghman’s23

work as a police officer reflects these original goals: “It
was a matter of patrolling the cafes and the dance
halls and skating rinks to see that there were no girls
who should be taken into custody.”   Later Tilghman24

looked back in irony on her career as a police officer:
“This was before women had the right to vote… So the
women leaders who were trying to get women the right
to vote picketed the White House while I was there,
and I was one of those assigned to see that there was
no disorder.”   Tilghman found herself patrolling the25

morality of young women and controlling women
demanding their voice through the vote, when she
herself supported women’s freedom and right to vote.

Attending law school at night and policing Wash-
ington D.C. during the day, Tilghman was distinct
from other contemporary women’s lives.  She had
separated from the norm and would later —as a
politician, lawyer, and judge— break barriers for all
women. 

A month before graduation, 13 May 1922, Tilghman
married George Ernest Hughes Jr.  After law school
the couple moved to Texas, George’s home state.
Sarah Hughes became very passionate about Texas
politics.  The couple “roomed and boarded with a
family who belonged to the Ku Klux Klan,” and after
this face-to-face experience with racism she decided to
campaign for any candidates who were anti-Klan.  This
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       Gantt, 15 Jan. 1969, 6.26

       Ibid.27

       Matthews, 174.28

       Gantt, 15 Jan. 1969, 7.29

       Frantz, 2-3.30

marked the beginning of Hughes’s involvement in
Texas politics.   In Dallas the Klan had a stronghold26

as a political party: “all public officials were Klans-
men.”   Hughes’s dedication to remove the racist27

political party from politics was an ambitious goal, but
it was the goal that would keep her in politics fighting
for equality for many years to come. 

Upon receiving the right to vote, Hughes was one of
the many women to become more politically active.
“Beyond suffrage and the first trickle of women into
elective office, the political achievements of public
womanhood at the local and state level were extraordi-
nary during the Progressive period.”   Hughes was28

very active in women’s groups and in Texas’s political
scene.

In her first seven years in Dallas, Hughes cam-
paigned for democratic candidates in “every” election.

  Her speeches were mostly to “get the women’s vote”29

for her candidates.   She was a member of the League30

of Women Voters, the American Association of Univer-
sity Women, the Business Professional Women’s Club,
and the Zonta Club, a “classified club of business and
professional women.”  Women’s clubs like these were
an avenue by which many upper class women got
involved in politics.  By joining clubs, women were able
to step farther out of the domestic sphere and into the
public eye, out from the margins and into the center of
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       Kathryn Kish Sklar, “Differences in the Political Cultures31

of Men and Women Reformers During the Progressive Era,”
Major Problems in American Women’s History, ed. Mary Beth
Norton and Ruth M. Alexander, 3  ed. (Boston: Houghtonrd

Mifflin, 2003), 271.
       Sarah T. Hughes interview by Ronald E. Marcello32

(Marcello), 23 Aug.1979. Interview 489 transcript, NTOHC,
Dallas, Tx. 28. 
       Matthews, 174.33

progressive social reform.   Hughes encouraged31

women to vote for democratic candidates, to get
involved in politics, and to run for public office. 

As a white, educated, middle-class woman, Hughes
was privileged to be a member of women’s clubs and
promote civil rights.  She recognized the importance of
equality for racial minorities.  However, the social
changes she desired were not going to occur if politics
did not change.  Hughes decided to go beyond cam-
paigning for others in order to create the social
changes in which she so passionately believed.  She
said, “That’s the way you have to do.  These women
who just think they’re going to get things by sitting
back and waiting for them are wrong!  You’ve got to
work for things.  You can’t get them by just sitting
back and waiting.”   In 1930, Hughes ran for a seat in32

the Texas Legislature.  
During her campaign she experienced some opposi-

tion from both women and men because she was a
woman stepping into uncharted public territory.  In
1921 there were thirty-three women in state legisla-
tures –and approximately 10,000 men.  Ten years
later, women like Hughes were still a minority in
politics.  Criticized because of her sex Hughes faced33

tough competition.  A telling incident during her
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back and waiting for them are wrong!  You’ve got to
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campaign occurred when she was shaking hands with
a young woman, saying she hoped the young woman
would vote for her.  The young woman replied, “Indeed,
no, I won’t.  You shake hands too hard.”   The idea of34

a woman in public office was extremely unfamiliar.
Most women had internalized the societal prescriptions
and remained within the domestic sphere.  In a subse-
quent political campaign her male opponent gave a
speech and said, in response to Hughes, that he would
“slap her in the face and send her back to the kitchen,”
and the crowd “simply went wild.”   Despite the35

widespread prejudices, Hughes was elected in 1931. 
Hughes was a dedicated public servant.  Coming

into the predominately male world of politics, Hughes
joined three other females in the Texas legisla-
ture—two representatives and a senator.  These four
women in the House for the 41  session would best

among only six women to serve throughout the
1930s.   Her goal was simple: “be a good legislator.”36 37

She achieved this by facing the problems of the time,
representing the people, and also pushing legislation
in which she was politically invested. The majority of
the problems the state faced at this time were eco-
nomic: “thousands of people were out of work” and
there was no “state welfare.”    Hughes spent most of38

her time opposing “bad” legislation rather than pro-
moting what she considered good legislation.   She39

was dedicated to serving the public and promoting
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what she thought to be in the people’s best interest.  
When Hughes was asked what she considered to be

her most important contributions as a member of the
Texas House of Representatives, she responded, “my
opposition to the West Texas Land Bills.”  These bills
would have “taken more and more of the permanent
school land away from the state,” giving it to “either oil
companies or land owners.”   Hughes’s “hardest fight”40

was getting the state income tax bill approved.   The41

majority of the legislation Hughes worked for was
social welfare legislation.   This general interest42

allowed Hughes to act as a feminist.  She “introduced
a bill … to make the acknowledgement of a married
woman the same as that of a single woman or of a
man.”   Although it was not introduced immediately,43

in 1934 Hughes was also the co-author of the consti-
tutional amendment giving women the right to serve
on juries.  Disappointed when it did not progress in
that session, she nevertheless understood that “legis-
lation of that kind takes a long, long time before it can
finally be adopted.”    She also brought the status of44

women equal to men in divorce cases and in the
workplace.  She introduced a bill that would require
either parent to support children in the case of a
divorce, and also introduced a minimum wage law for
women (to match the existing minimum wage law for
men).   During her career as a legislator Hughes was45

dedicated to serving the people who elected her, but
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she was also dedicated to advancing the position of all
American women.

Hughes continued to pave the way for women:  in
1935, Sarah Hughes was the first woman to be ap-
pointed state district judge in Texas.  As a state district
judge, Hughes tried a wide variety of cases, except for
criminal cases; the majority concerned divorce, auto-
mobile collisions, and workers' compensation. Hughes
recognized her ability to impact the lives of individuals
and make positive change.  She deemed juvenile cases
as the “most important to her,” because “ you might be
able to change the life of a delinquent if you actually
worked at it hard enough and if you had the coopera-
tion—and we generally did—of the Probation Depart-
ment.”  The power of knowing you “had the life of a46

child in your hands and it was up to you to try to
decide what would ultimately be best for the child” at
times worried Hughes, but ultimately the possibility of
positively changing one life continued to drive her
career.   To Hughes changing individual lives was a47

form of bettering society as a whole.  Her career
remained focused on social welfare issues.

As a judge, Hughes was breaking barriers for
women, and she did not stop there.  She continued to
be a presence in the political realm and in the public
eye.  During her time as a state district judge Hughes
continued to advocate for an increased presence of
women on juries.  The constitutional amendment she
coauthored during her time in the Texas legislature
remained a priority to Hughes. The Business and
Professional Women’s Club, of which Hughes was an
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active member, adopted the bill as one of its legislative
projects.  The bill did not get passed, but again Hughes
did not get discouraged.   In her words, the opposition48

felt that “it [the jury] wasn’t any place for women.
Women were subject to their emotions too much, and
they would have to change all the facilities at the court
house… it would cost too much.  They [women] were
needed at home.”   Hughes recognized that her bill did49

not fit societal norms.  People would have to become
accustomed to this new idea before they accepted it. 
She worked to form a state committee consisting of
both men and women to get voters familiar with the
idea of women serving on juries.  She also reached out
to many bigger women’s organizations, such as the
General Federation of Women’s Clubs, Parent and
Teacher’s Association, and League of Women Voters,
successfully organizing people behind these portions
of the women’s movement in Texas.   In 1953 her50

dedication and determination paid off: the bill finally
passed.  Again, Hughes’s presence in the public eye
and her dedication to the feminist movement advanced
the position of women in society, and gave them a
stronger voice. 

Drawing national attention to the need for women
in public office, Hughes was endorsed at the Demo-
cratic National Convention as a vice presidential
candidate in 1952.  The Business and Professional
Women’s Club raised funds and organized for women
to be nominated in both democratic and republican
conventions: Senator Margaret Chase Smith for the
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Republicans and Judge Sarah T. Hughes for the
Democrats.   Hughes admitted, “I am not so naïve as51

to believe that this year there will be a woman Vice
President, but we must get into the arena.”   Hughes52

continually encouraged women to get involved in
politics and government: “Women have the right to
vote, the right to serve on juries in all but six states
and the legal right to hold public office, but even these
gains do not make them full citizens.  Their lack of real
influence in government is demonstrated by the few
women holding public office.”   Her nomination as vice53

president symbolized her strong belief that in order for
women to achieve equality, they needed to be a part of
the political system that governed their lives.  She
said, “‘[Women] care, but not enough,’ and urged that
women become ‘full citizens’ of the nation, not only in
the privileges granted to them but in the use made of
those privileges.”  Hughes spoke mainly on behalf of54

white women who were recognized as full citizens.
However, she added:  “All legal discrimination must be
removed.”   She advocated the passage of the Equal
Rights Amendment and its inclusion in the platforms
of the two major parties.   She believed, “‘Women55

must be accepted by men as full partners,’…  To do
this … they must create favorable public opinion on
the contribution that women can make as ‘co-pilots’
and not ‘back seat drivers.’”   By stepping into the56
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political arena in this way, which was unfamiliar for
women, Hughes hoped that women would recognize
what it means to be “full citizens” and become part of
government and policy making.

Sara Hughes hoped to be an example to other
women capable of holding political office.  She also
asserted that to be recognized as human and full
citizens meant more than just equality in the law.  She
challenged the ideas of equity feminism, which holds
that women should have full legal equality with men
and once that is achieved nothing more should be
demanded.   Hughes knew the importance of legal57

equality, but believed that until women were repre-
sented in government, giving them a real voice in the
decisions that impact their communities, they would
not achieved their equality.  

While her work during this time was directed
primarily towards encouraging women to run for
government offices and be involved in politics,
Hughes’s judicial work also continued to impact many
American women.  In January 1961 Hughes was
appointed as the Federal District Judge for the North-
ern District of Texas, once again breaking barriers as
a woman.  She credited her appointment to her politi-
cal affiliation with Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson,
Texas Senator Ralph W. Yarborough, and Texas
Congressman Sam Rayburn, underplaying her own
accomplishments.  She recalled a car ride in Dallas
with President John F. Kennedy and Vice President
Lyndon Johnson. “Mr. Johnson… said to Mr. Kennedy,
‘Now here is a woman you should appoint when you
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have the opportunity to some position.’”   Being an58

active woman in politics, Hughes took advantage of her
connections to in order to become appointed.  How-
ever, she also credited “work of the Business and
Professional Women Clubs.”   By being an active face59

in the political sphere Hughes was recognized on the
national level and promoted to a federal judgeship.

As a federal judge, Hughes presided over cases that
continue to impact the lives of American women.  In
Shultz v. Brookhaven General Hospital, the Court
addressed a situation in which male “orderlies” were
paid more than females “aides.”  The males were not
superiors in merit, education or seniority.  Their work
was equal to the women’s in skill, effort, responsibility
and performed under similar working conditions.60

Hughes concluded, “The pattern of sex based wage
discriminations evidenced in this case is prohibited by
the Equal Pay Act.”   The term “‘Equal’ as used in the61

Equal Pay Act of 1963 does not mean identical, but
that insubstantial differences in the skill, effort and
responsibility requirements of particular jobs should
be ignored.  The job requirements are to be viewed as
a whole.”   Brookhaven General Hospital was guilty of62

“violating the provisions of … the Act and from with-
holding payment of minimum wage compensation due
employees under the Act.”   Hughes again mandated63
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       Marcello, 23 Aug 1979, 16.64

       Roe v. Wade, 314 F. Supp. 1217 (1970).  Legal Research,65
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that women be treated equally in comparison with
their male coworkers.  Gender was not a basis for
discrimination. 

The case that Hughes would later recognize as her
most important case nationally was Roe v. Wade.  This
case declared unconstitutional the Texas abortion law,
which provided that a woman could have an abortion
only if her life was endangered.   Hughes concluded,64

“The fundamental right of single women and married
persons to choose whether to have children is pro-
tected by the Ninth Amendment, through the Four-
teenth Amendment. The Texas Abortion Laws infringe
upon this right.”   The court faced a controversial65

debate about a woman’s control over her own body.
The outcome: 

The court found that the Texas Abortion Laws

unconstitutionally vague and overbroad, the laws

violated the fundamental right of women to choose

whether to have children, and the state failed to

show that the Texas Abortion Laws were necessary

to support a compelling state interest.  The court

dismissed the married complaint and the application

for injunction.  66

Hughes, along with the two other judges on this case,
made a decision that continues to impact women in
the United States.  Before the case Hughes was in
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favor of permitting abortion.   Through the power of67

the court, Hughes ensured that this “privilege” re-
mained.  Hughes later said, “It was just unconstitu-
tional, that’s all.  It was a privilege for a woman to
decide what she wanted to do, and it was an invasion
of that privilege.”   Hughes’s action on the bench68

made symbolic statements about a woman’s role in
government, but she also influenced major decisions
that changed the way women’s day-to-day lives were
lived.

As a judge, Hughes was able to influence cases that
had an impact on all Americans.  Of the 412 federal
judgeships in 1965, only three positions were held by
women, including Judge Hughes.   As a female judge,69

she was clearly an exception, but she utilized her rare
position in politics to improve social welfare, particu-
larly for women, and ensure that these protections
were integrated into the law.  Shultz v. Bookhaven
General Hospital, and Roe v. Wade are only two of the
many cases over which Hughes presided that improved
social conditions for women.  Her legal philosophy, as
she explained it, was not “interested in the technical
aspects of law.  I am in [interested] the way it affects
human beings,” which is illustrated by the types of
cases over which she presided.   Although Hughes70

believed women needed more than legal equality and
recognition, her work as a judge enabled her to ensure
that this minimum requirement for equality was
upheld. 

“We Must Get into the Arena” 119

Judge Sarah T. Hughes was an exceptional woman
of her time, and used her legal position to improve the
status of American women.  Influenced by her family
as a young girl, she took an interest in politics, an
interest that would drive her career.  When she made
the decision to continue her education at law school,
her rejection of a career as a teacher in order to search
for something more symbolized her divergence from
prescribed societal norms.  Once Hughes began
breaking barriers as a woman, she encouraged other
women to do the same.

Hughes recalled her term within the Texas legisla-
ture as the most important time in her career.  She
was dedicated to listening to the voice of the people,
and she strongly encouraged all citizens to voice their
opinions and become involved in politics.  She pressed
women to pursue the changes they demanded, by
becoming feminists and working to improve social
conditions.  She defied the norms by being a woman in
politics.  She dedicated her career to listening, but
knew that unless women were also working to make
their voices heard they would not be represented in
politics.  She was an example of her own message: she
became active within politics and vocalized her con-
cerns; she was able to get elected and make significant
changes. 

Already breaking barriers by becoming an elected
official, it was Hughes’s work as a judge that had the
greatest impact on American women on a whole.
Hughes ruled in cases based on principles that con-
tinue to be debated: whether or not women have the
right to control their reproduction and whether equal
women’s work is deserving of pay equal to their male
counterparts.  Hughes asserted women’s rights and

18

Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 14 [2009], Art. 11

http://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol14/iss1/11



118 Historical Perspectives June 2009

       Marcello, 23 Aug. 1979, 17.67

       Ibid, 18. 68

       “Her Honor Takes the Bench.”69

       LaForte, 4.70

favor of permitting abortion.   Through the power of67

the court, Hughes ensured that this “privilege” re-
mained.  Hughes later said, “It was just unconstitu-
tional, that’s all.  It was a privilege for a woman to
decide what she wanted to do, and it was an invasion
of that privilege.”   Hughes’s action on the bench68

made symbolic statements about a woman’s role in
government, but she also influenced major decisions
that changed the way women’s day-to-day lives were
lived.

As a judge, Hughes was able to influence cases that
had an impact on all Americans.  Of the 412 federal
judgeships in 1965, only three positions were held by
women, including Judge Hughes.   As a female judge,69

she was clearly an exception, but she utilized her rare
position in politics to improve social welfare, particu-
larly for women, and ensure that these protections
were integrated into the law.  Shultz v. Bookhaven
General Hospital, and Roe v. Wade are only two of the
many cases over which Hughes presided that improved
social conditions for women.  Her legal philosophy, as
she explained it, was not “interested in the technical
aspects of law.  I am in [interested] the way it affects
human beings,” which is illustrated by the types of
cases over which she presided.   Although Hughes70

believed women needed more than legal equality and
recognition, her work as a judge enabled her to ensure
that this minimum requirement for equality was
upheld. 
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Judge Sarah T. Hughes was an exceptional woman
of her time, and used her legal position to improve the
status of American women.  Influenced by her family
as a young girl, she took an interest in politics, an
interest that would drive her career.  When she made
the decision to continue her education at law school,
her rejection of a career as a teacher in order to search
for something more symbolized her divergence from
prescribed societal norms.  Once Hughes began
breaking barriers as a woman, she encouraged other
women to do the same.

Hughes recalled her term within the Texas legisla-
ture as the most important time in her career.  She
was dedicated to listening to the voice of the people,
and she strongly encouraged all citizens to voice their
opinions and become involved in politics.  She pressed
women to pursue the changes they demanded, by
becoming feminists and working to improve social
conditions.  She defied the norms by being a woman in
politics.  She dedicated her career to listening, but
knew that unless women were also working to make
their voices heard they would not be represented in
politics.  She was an example of her own message: she
became active within politics and vocalized her con-
cerns; she was able to get elected and make significant
changes. 

Already breaking barriers by becoming an elected
official, it was Hughes’s work as a judge that had the
greatest impact on American women on a whole.
Hughes ruled in cases based on principles that con-
tinue to be debated: whether or not women have the
right to control their reproduction and whether equal
women’s work is deserving of pay equal to their male
counterparts.  Hughes asserted women’s rights and
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their autonomous power as individuals.  She was a
legal visionary and her rulings continue to be relevant.

As a politician and judge Sarah T. Hughes fought to
improve social welfare for all, a goal that could not be
accomplished without working to eradicate both
racism and sexism.  She called to members of society
who wanted change, specifically women, to voice their
demands.  “We must get into the arena!” she de-
manded.  Hughes was a major player within political
arena.  Her life, career as a legislator, and work as a
judge illustrate how one woman can model for others
how to break barriers and advance feminism in the
United States.

Emma Nagengast is a senior History major at Santa
Clara University.  Her area of study is American history.
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From the Supreme Court to the Basket-
ball Court:  The Achievements and Limi-
tations of the Racial Integration of Col-
lege Sports

Carolyn Linck

 “[Sports] offer…people something to pay attention
to that’s of no importance. That keeps them from
worrying about…things that matter to their lives.”1

With these words social commentator Norm Chomsky
summed up the beliefs of many Americans who find
sports to be trivial, a superficial aspect of society that
is not worthy of serious study or consideration. Poli-
tics, economics, religion, literature, art – these are the
things, according to critics like Chomsky, that bring
true value to society. The history of the racial integra-
tion of collegiate athletics, however, proves that sports
can play an enormously important role in shaping
society’s culture and values for the better. With an
African American leading the United States in 2009, it
is astonishing that a mere forty-seven years earlier,
blacks, by virtue of their race, were not considered
intelligent enough to play point guard for a basketball
team or skilled enough to quarterback a football
squad.  Throughout the 1960s, blacks were considered
by many Southerners to be unworthy opponents for
white teams.  “‘Name one field of endeavor that has

20

Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II, Vol. 14 [2009], Art. 11

http://scholarcommons.scu.edu/historical-perspectives/vol14/iss1/11


	Historical Perspectives: Santa Clara University Undergraduate Journal of History, Series II
	2009

	“We Must Get into the Arena”: The Feminism of Judge Sarah T. Hughes
	Emma Nagengast
	Recommended Citation


	tmp.1481916814.pdf.qHvrt

