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>" 1 f you own property or have 
L J credit in your own name and 

you are a married woman, you 
should thank Josephine Henry Unt i l the 
late nineteenth century married women 
in Kentucky could not make wills, be the 
guardian of their children, receive wages 
earned, or own or inherit property. Upon 
saying " I do" at the marriage altar, a 
woman became chattel property, not even 
owning the clothes upon her back. By 
1890, Kentucky was the only state in 
which such laws still existed. Henry 
observed that in the eyes of Kentucky law, 
" I t is almost a crime to be a married 
woman,.." ' 

Josephine Henry, a dynamic speaker 
and powerful writer from Versailles, 
worked tirelessly in the political arena as 
an advocate for Kentucky women, 
especially in the area of property rights. 
Although largely overshadowed in 
histories o f the Kentucky women's 
movement, it is clear that Henry was a 
major player in the fight for women's 
equality. Her greatest 
accomplishment was the 
Married Woman's Property 
Act, or the Husband and Wife 
Bil l , passed in 1894. Henry 
regarded the properry act as 
the first step toward women's 
suffrage because she under
stood the importance of 
economic independence and 
security. She called for women 
to no longer be "treated as 
outlaws and all their property 
confiscated at marriage."^ 
After years of speeches, articles and 
lobbying, the Married Woman's Property 
Act, though criticized as anti-family and 
unladylike, finally passed the General 
Assembly and was signed into law. 

Henry was the first woman in Ken
tucky, and indeed the South, to run for 
state office. She was the 1890 Prohibi

tion Party candidate for Clerk of the 
Kentucky Court of Appeals and recei\ed 
nearly 5,000 votes. She was also nomi
nated in 1894 for State Superintendent of 
Public Instruction and was discussed as a 
possible candidate for President in 1900. 

In 1895, publication of Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton's The Woman's Bible fueled fires o f 

dissension wi th in the ranks of 
suffragist organizations. 
Josephine Henry, an agnostic, 
signed on as a member of the 
international revising commit
tee for the book and wrote two 
commentaries. Her participa
tion in the controversial project 

severed her longstanding friendship wi th 
renowned suffragist Laura Clay and led to 
Henry's ejection from the Kentucky 
Equal Rights Association as "an undesir
able member."^ In her books, Marriage 
and Divorce and Woman and the Bible, 
Henry described the Bible and those who 
taught i t as repressive of women. Her 
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writings reflect anger and frustration at a 
male dominated religion which she 
believed legitimized cruel and unequal 
treatment of women. 

Far ahead of her day, Henry ques
tioned the male controlled values of the 
time and discussed topics such as divorce, 
restoration of the maiden name, birth 
control, dress reform, finance and 
economic security, and sex education. A 
woman of courage and conviction, 
Josephine Henry dedicated her life to the 
pursuit of justice and equality for the 
women of Kentucky. Although largely 
forgotten or unknown a century after her 
l i h p r a r i n c T work. Henrv's leeacv continues. 
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