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The Women Voted. The [Rapid City] Republican city convention endorsed 
the women candidates for the school board nominated by a woman’s 
meeting held last week, and, with the assistance of the woman vote, 
elected five out of eight school trusties, two of them being women. 
About one-fourth of the women in the city voted.1

School elections like the one held in Rapid City in the spring of 1890 
gave South Dakota women their first but limited opportunity to partic-
ipate in public voting. Guaranteed by the South Dakota Constitution of 
1889, women’s right to vote on school matters was but one step forward 
in a long quest for full enfranchisement that began with the introduc-
tion of the first woman suffrage bill in 1868. Over the next fifty years, 
suffragists struggled through a number of unsuccessful campaigns to 
advance arguments that would persuade voters to expand the elec-
torate. Inexperience, infighting, and powerful enemies contributed 
to their failures. Finally, in 1918, with the endorsement of both major 
political parties, weakened opponents, and a persuasive “good citizen” 
argument, women secured their voting rights through a state constitu-
tional amendment, making South Dakota the sixteenth and final state 
or territory to approve full woman suffrage. Two years later, the United 
States would make equal suffrage the law of the land with the Nine-
teenth Amendment to the Constitution.2
	 The desire for female enfranchisement developed in the 1800s in 
tandem with women’s changing roles in society. Growing cities and in-
creasing demand for consumer goods brought many women into the 
workforce. Starting in 1814, the clothing industry in Lowell, Massa-
chusetts, established the first large-scale factory, employing women to 
weave cloth. Women workers, usually from poor urban and rural fami-

	 1. Mitchell Capital, 18 April 1890.
	 2. Dakota Territory, Journal of the House (1869), p. 34; Sally Roesch Wagner, ed., Fighting 
for the Vote in South Dakota (Aberdeen, S.Dak.: Sky Carrier Press, 1995), pp. 90–98.
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Poor pay and working conditions in the textile mills in Lowell, Massachusetts, 
pictured here, helped to spark the early movement for women’s rights.

lies, experienced low wages, labor abuses, and unfair treatment. At the 
same time, middle- and upper-class women, now freed from having 
to produce all items needed in the home, found more time for leisure, 
child-rearing, and pursuing causes to improve the lives of other wom-
en and children. They often focused on addressing problems resulting 
from women’s unequal status as workers or as wives and widows. For 
example, many widows and abandoned wives lived in abject poverty 
due to their inferior legal status and lack of opportunity to generate 
sufficient income. Married women faced disadvantages under laws that 
prevented them from controlling their own earnings, holding property 
in their own names, signing legal papers such as wills, and retaining 
custody of their children in case of divorce. The societal changes of 
the early nineteenth century exacerbated the inequality women faced, 
which underscored the need for reform.3 

	 3. Eleanor Flexner, Century of Struggle: The Woman’s Rights Movement in the United States, 
rev. ed. (1959; Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1975), pp. 3–40, 
62–64; Sara M. Evans, Born for Liberty: A History of Women in America (New York: Free 
Press, 1989), pp. 60–65, 70–72, 102–4. Flexner explores the changing status of women in 
American society that led to demands for equal rights (pp. 1–70). Although written in 
1959, Flexner’s book remains a classic and provides comprehensive coverage of the events 
leading up to ratification of the Nineteenth Amendment.
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	 4. Evans, Born for Liberty, pp. 65, 70–73; Flexner, Century of Struggle, pp. 23–31; Gerda 
Lerner, The Creation of Feminist Consciousness (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993), 
pp. 212–13; W. Elliot Brownlee and Mary M. Brownlee, Women in the American Economy: A 
Documentary History, 1675 to 1929 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), pp. 18–19. Le-
rner describes the ideology of “Republican Motherhood,” in which women would educate 
future citizens for the good of the Republic.
	 5. Flexner, Century of Struggle, pp. 41–70; Evans, Born for Liberty, pp. 79–80.

	 Along with their changing roles, developments in education for fe-
males heightened women’s awareness of their inferior legal status and 
gave them needed tools and confidence to argue for improvements. By 
the early 1800s, Americans believed in basic education for girls, so that, 
when they became mothers, they could raise sons to be good citizens for 
the republic. This goal led to the growth of public schools, then known 
as common schools, established to teach a basic curriculum to all chil-
dren. These institutions, along with a growing population, increased 
the need for teachers. Because society considered women the keepers of 
moral values, they were deemed particularly suited to guiding the mor-
al education of children. Moreover, they could be paid less than men. 
With the opening of the first endowed women’s seminary in New York 
in 1821, women’s education moved away from teaching housewife and 
hostess skills exclusively and toward the study of academic subjects to 
prepare the students for work as teachers. Seminary experiences fos-
tered networks of women who recognized the unjustness of their status 
and believed in their moral superiority. Many newly educated women, 
mostly middle-class and living in northern and midwestern states, such 
as New York and Ohio, felt supported and justified in expanding their 
sphere beyond the home to pursue legal and social reform.4
	 Before women could publicly fight on their own behalf, they need-
ed to acquire some expertise in organizational and public advocacy. At 
first, women organized among themselves in church sewing circles, in 
which members solicited money for charitable purposes and gained ba-
sic fundraising skills. While studying and debating current events in 
literary organizations, women also learned meeting etiquette. Prior to 
the Civil War, many women from middle-class New England families 
and Quaker communities joined anti-slavery or abolitionist organiza-
tions, introducing them to political activism and opening possibilities 
for public speaking. With these newfound competencies, members of 
these groups began working for legal reform to expand women’s rights.5
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	 6. Flexner, Century of Struggle, pp. 71, 74; Lisa Tetrault, The Myth of Seneca Falls: Memory 
and the Women’s Suffrage Movement, 1848–1898 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 2014), pp. 2–14.
	 7. Flexner, Century of Struggle, p. 77.
	 8. Ibid., pp. 71–77; Judith Wellman, “Charlotte Woodward,” nps.gov/wori/learn/history 
culture/charlotte-woodward.htm, accessed 10 July 2018.

	 Although a growing number of women were developing needed 
skills and pursuing worthy causes, they still required effective lead-
ership and a unifying platform to bring them together on the issue of 
equal suffrage. In fighting to change legislation through persuasion, 
their only political power, many women came to see voting rights as 
a matter of equal justice. One event that helped develop that platform 
was the Seneca Falls Convention held in Seneca Falls, New York, in 1848 
to “discuss the social, civil, and religious rights of women.”6 Two ear-
ly suffrage leaders, Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Lucretia Mott, assisted 
with organizing the meeting. Attendees voted on a number of resolu-
tions, including one stating, “It is the duty of the women of this coun-
try to secure to themselves their sacred right to the elective franchise.”7 
While all other proposals passed unanimously, the suffrage resolution 
gained the support of only a small majority. At the time, the idea of 
women voting seemed too daring. Nonetheless, the meeting concluded 
with sixty-eight women and thirty-two men signing their names to a 
Declaration of Sentiments that included the demand for enfranchise-
ment. Only one woman who signed the declaration, Charlotte Wood-
ward, lived to see women vote in 1920. Sadly, illness prevented her from 
exercising that hard-won right.8 
	 Women continued to hold meetings and gain converts to the suffrage 
cause, but they did not organize and develop strategies to change the 
laws until after the Civil War ended. In 1866, abolitionists and equal 
rights advocates, both men and women, established the American Equal 
Rights Association. Initially, they worked to include universal suffrage 
in the Fifteenth Amendment that ultimately gave the ballot to black 
men, but not to women of any race. Three years later, having failed to 
attain their goal, the woman suffrage organization separated into two 
groups that pursued different strategies. Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth 
Cady Stanton, and Matilda Joslyn Gage, leaders of the National Woman 
Suffrage Association (NWSA), concentrated primarily on achieving full 
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Charlotte Woodward was the only signer of the Declaration of Sentiments who 
lived to see full woman suffrage in the United States.

voting rights through a national amendment. Meanwhile, Julia Ward 
Howe, Lucy Stone, and Henry Blackwell of the American Woman Suf-
frage Association (AWSA) focused on achieving enfranchisement state 
by state. As their principles and tactics converged to focus on state ac-
tions, the two organizations merged into the National American Wom-
an Suffrage Association (NAWSA) in 1890. Other women pursued par-
tial suffrage through grassroots campaigns organized by local activists 
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Lucy Stone’s “A Woman 
Suffrage Catechism” 
listed the numerous ways 
in which Massachusetts 
lawmakers had failed to 
address issues vital to 
women.

and supported by sympathetic legislators, rather than through any 
coordinated nationwide efforts.9 The suffrage movement, therefore, 
encompassed three strategies to change laws to obtain voting rights: a 
national campaign for a constitutional amendment, statewide crusades 
to change laws, and grassroots operations to acquire limited suffrage. 

	 9. Angelica Shirley Carpenter, Born Criminal: Matilda Joslyn Gage, Radical Suffragist 
(Pierre: South Dakota Historical Society Press, 2018), pp. 69–70, 78–79, 171–74; Gaylynn 
Welch, “Local and National Forces Shaping the American Woman Suffrage Movement, 
1870–1890” (Ph.D. diss., Binghamton University, 2009), pp. 4, 68–70.
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	 Leaders pursuing a national solution waited nearly fifty years be-
tween the first appearance of a suffrage bill in the United States Con-
gress and both houses voting on a suffrage measure in the same session. 
The initial milestone occurred in 1868, when Indiana congressman 
George Julian introduced a federal woman suffrage amendment. Af-
ter enrollment of the bill in the Senate in December, a joint resolution 
was offered to both houses the following March, but neither chamber 
scheduled a vote. The next submission came nine years later. This 1878 
Senate bill, which came to be known as the Anthony Amendment, es-
tablished the language of the measure that finally passed in 1919: “The 
right of citizens of the United States to vote shall not be denied or 
abridged by the United States or by any state on account of sex.”10 Af-
ter numerous women testified at the two-day committee hearing, the 
measure failed with no Senate vote. While lawmakers introduced the 
amendment many times over the years, they never voted on the reso-
lution in both houses during the same session until 1914–1915. That bill 
failed to pass the Senate by one vote in March 1914 and was defeated by 
thirty votes in the House in January 1915. Four years later, both houses 
approved the voting rights bill, with the House giving approval in May 
and the Senate in June. With that victory, suffragists faced their final 
challenge, pushing for ratification in two-thirds of the country’s state 
legislatures. Finally, after Tennessee became the thirty-sixth state to 
ratify, by a two-vote margin, the Nineteenth Amendment became law 
on 26 August 1920, just in time for women to vote that November.11 
	 The state-by-state strategy yielded some successes but many fail-
ures. In 1867, in the first attempt at a state referendum campaign, 
Kansas suffrage proponents garnered only one-third of the vote. The 
first victory came two years later when Wyoming Territory granted 
full suffrage through legislative action. Although Utah Territory ap-
proved woman suffrage in 1870, Congress revoked that right in 1887 as 
part of the Edmunds-Tucker Act, which effectively banned polygamy. 
In Washington Territory, women voted from 1883 to 1887, but lost the 
right when the territorial supreme court overturned the legislature’s 

	 10. Tetrault, Myth of Seneca Falls, pp. 32–33, 102–3; Flexner, Century of Struggle, pp. 149, 
173–75. Senate Resolution 12 was introduced by Aaron Sargent, a Republican from Califor-
nia, on 10 January 1878.
	 11. Tetrault, Myth of Seneca Falls, p. 104; Flexner, Century of Struggle, pp. 175, 268–69, 321–24.
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Susan B. Anthony worked for decades to advance women’s voting rights as a 
founder of the National Woman Suffrage Association and later president of the 
National American Woman Suffrage Association.

suffrage act. Multiple states, including Michigan, Colorado, Nebraska, 
Oregon, Rhode Island, Washington, and South Dakota, tried unsuccess-
fully to amend their constitutions between 1874 and 1890.12
	 By 1890, the state strategy finally began to succeed. Women in four 
states gained the ballot before the turn of the century. In 1889, repre-
sentatives at Wyoming’s constitutional convention included woman 
suffrage in the new state constitution, which Congress approved the 
following year. Four years later, voters in Colorado approved a suffrage 

	 12. Flexner, Century of Struggle, pp. 146–47, 159–60, 162–63, 175, 222; Jennifer M. Ross- 
Nazzal, Winning the West for Women: The Life of Suffragist Emma Smith DeVoe (Seattle: Uni-
versity of Washington Press, 2011), p. 114.
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	 13. Alexander Keyssar, The Right to Vote: The Contested History of Democracy in the United 
States, rev. ed. (2000; New York: Basic Books, 2009), p. 368. Wyoming, Utah, and Arizona 
were the only states that guaranteed full woman suffrage in their original state constitu-
tions.
	 14. Marilyn Schultz Blackwell, “The Politics of Motherhood: Clarina Howard Nichols 
and School Suffrage,” New England Quarterly 78 (Fall 2005): 572–74.

referendum, making it the first state to admit woman suffrage by popu-
lar vote. In 1895, Utah included women’s voting rights in its constitution 
as well. One year later, Idaho voters followed Colorado’s lead. Several 
other states held referenda votes in the subsequent years, but none suc-
ceeded until 1910. From that year through 1918, eleven states and one 
territory, mostly in the West, guaranteed women equal voting rights: 
Washington in 1910; California in 1911; Arizona, Kansas, and Oregon in 
1912; Alaska Territory in 1913; Montana and Nevada in 1914; and New 
York in 1917. The final states to pass suffrage amendments included 
Michigan, Oklahoma, and South Dakota, all in 1918.13 
	 Meanwhile, women pursuing partial suffrage convinced some state 
legislators to grant them limited voting rights. The first successes gave 
women the franchise in school elections. Later, women in some states 
obtained the ballot in municipal elections, on taxing and bonding is-
sues, or in presidential and primary elections. At the local level, rath-
er than demanding equal rights for women, school suffrage advocates 
maintained that voting on school matters was simply an extension of 
women’s role in childhood education and would not compromise their 
femininity. Clarina Howard Nichols, one of the first women to promote 
school suffrage, originally developed the argument when lobbying the 
Vermont legislature in 1852. That attempt failed. Later, after moving to 
Kansas, Nichols successfully led the effort to include the right in the 
state constitution in 1861, thereby creating an opening for similar victo-
ries elsewhere. Local leaders promoted school suffrage as a chance for 
women to engage in politics in a non-threatening manner and to prove 
their value as voting citizens.14 The partial suffrage strategy worked. 
Starting with Kentucky as early as 1838 and then Kansas in 1861, most 
states had granted some type of limited franchisement before 1920. By 
1900, twenty-five states and territories, including Minnesota, Mon-
tana, Nebraska, Iowa, North Dakota, and South Dakota, had secured 
school suffrage for women. Several other states allowed municipal or 
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This 1909 political car-
toon from an Aberdeen 
newspaper illustrates 
one of the points suf-
fragists used in pressing 
for the vote.  

other limited voting privileges. Between 1913 and 1919, seventeen states 
passed laws permitting women to vote in presidential primaries. Only 
eight states, all in the South, did not give women access to the ballot in 
any form before 1920.15
	 During the decades-long fight for full suffrage in Dakota Territory 
and then South Dakota, women used their right to vote in school elec-
tions to engage in public politics. The story of school suffrage in the 
state, told separately from the larger movement, reveals how women 
took advantage of their limited voting rights to cast ballots, run for of-
fice, build leadership skills as elected officials, and prove their value as 
voting citizens.16

	 15. Keyssar, Right to Vote, pp. 365–68. The list of states that never approved any type of 
woman suffrage (prior to the Nineteenth Amendment) was determined by identifying 
the absence of state names in Keyssar’s tables, A.17–A.20, which list all states that allowed 
full and partial suffrage before 1920. Those with no prior type of woman suffrage include 
Alabama, Georgia, Maryland, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Virginia, 
and West Virginia.
	 16. For more detailed discussion of school suffrage in South Dakota, see Ruth Page Jones, 
“ ‘The Women Voted’: School Suffrage in Dakota Territory and South Dakota,” in Equality 
at the Ballot Box: Votes for Women on the Northern Great Plains, ed. Lori Ann Lahlum and 
Molly P. Rozum (Pierre: South Dakota Historical Society Press, 2019), pp. 191–217.
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	 17. Dakota Territory, Laws Passed at the First Session of the Legislative Assembly of the Ter-
ritory of Dakota (1862), chap. 32, sec. 51 (hereafter cited Session Laws); ibid. (1879), chap. 14, 
secs. 29–30; ibid. (1881), Chap. 65, sec. 1; Dakota Territory, Annotated Revised Codes of the 
Territory of Dakota (1877), vol. 2, chap. 40, secs. 21, 42 (hereafter cited Revised Codes). For 
more on the school laws in 1862, 1877, and 1879, see Jones, “ ‘The Women Voted,’” p. 213n14.
	 18. Dakota Territory, Revised Codes (1883), vol. 2, chap. 40, secs. 30–31, 66–68; Dakota Ter-
ritory, Session Laws (1887), chap. 46, sec. 2, chap. 47, secs. 10, 20; South Dakota, Constitution 
and the Laws Passed at the First Session of the Legislature of the State of South Dakota (1890), 
art. 7, sec. 9.

	 Prior to 1883, Dakota Territory law called for local voters to make de-
cisions on education at district school meetings, rather than through 
the ballot box. Legislators wrote and amended any laws that governed 
schools under the unified Education Act, commonly called school law. 
The Education Act of 1879 changed the definition of voters at district 
school meetings to include women, with the phrase “all persons over 
the age of twenty-one” replacing “free white males.” The law still re-
quired voters to meet citizenship and residency rules. According to 
school law, women could vote at district meetings on school officers, tax 
issues, teacher’s wages, schoolhouse locations, and other items. They 
could also hold offices related to education. In 1881, school law changed 
to allow women to run for county superintendent of public instruc-
tion.17 
	 The Public Education Act of 1883, a complete rewrite of school law, 
changed the method of school governance from district meetings to 
elected township school boards. The new law exempted fifteen of the 
older counties, which allowed women in some areas to continue vot-
ing at school meetings. In all other counties, the law effectively barred 
women—who could not vote in township elections—from making de-
cisions on school matters, a right they had held since 1879. Legislators 
restored school suffrage for women in 1887, allowing them to cast bal-
lots and run for related offices. When South Dakota became a state in 
1889, the constitution granted women the right to vote in local school 
elections as well as to hold any school office. They could not, however, 
vote in county or general elections for county and state superinten-
dents of public instruction, even though they could still be elected to 
those positions.18
	 Women in South Dakota used their limited rights to cast ballots long 
before passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. In 1890, the Turner Coun-
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	 19. Turner County Herald (Hurley, S.Dak.), 19 June 1890.
	 20. Hot Springs Star, 27 June 1890; Wessington Springs Herald, 3 Oct. 1890.
	 21. Wessington Springs Herald, 27 June, 26 Sept. 1884, 15 June 1888; N. J. Dunham, A History 
of Jerauld County, South Dakota (Wessington Springs, S.Dak., 1910), pp. 113, 133, 204, 244.

ty Herald described how women in Hurley reacted to their first voting 
experience: “Tuesday’s election for school officers was something new 
in the line of elections for Dakota. For the first time the women were 
placed on an equal footing with the men in the matter of suffrage, and 
that they appreciated the responsibility placed upon them is evident 
from the fact that 47 of their number went to the voting place in Hur-
ley and polled their maiden vote.” The editor also captured how wom-
en may have felt about that momentous occasion: “Some of the women 
approached the ballot box with fear and trembling and at first refused 
to pass their ballots over to the judge to be deposited. They soon gained 
courage, however, and when they again take part in an election they 
will be ready to corner an opponent, male or female and talk for their 
favorite candidate.”19 Numerous South Dakota newspapers document-
ed similar events in their communities, providing evidence that women 
did participate when given the opportunity.20 
	 Many women also took the chance to run for school board seats, al-
though their numbers remained small. Dr. Nettie C. Hall, elected school 
trustee of Wessington Springs Township, Jerauld County, in 1887, pre-
sented uncommon leadership qualities in the public sphere as a prac-
ticing physician, pharmacist, and dedicated temperance advocate. 
Writing in the Wessington Springs Herald a year after winning her elec-
tion, Hall detailed her role as school trustee and listed all purchases and 
improvements made to the school. Reporting an income of one dollar, 
she then itemized her personal expense of seventy-nine cents to cov-
er the costs of stabling her team of horses during meetings and to pay 
for postage and stationery. She also “furnished extra kindling to the 
amount of 25cts besides the strategic movements I made to get the male 
portion of my household to prepare the kindling.”21
	 Women also enjoyed numerous electoral successes as superinten-
dents, taking advantage of the new opportunities for leadership roles 
in the public arena. While laws changed regarding the duties of the 
position, county superintendents in general were responsible for the 
administration of all the schools in their county except for those incor-
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	 22. Dakota Territory, Revised Codes (1883), vol. 2, chap. 40, secs. 10–22, 94. 
	 23. Dakota Territory, Fifteenth Annual Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction 
(1884), pp. 14–15; Sixteenth Annual Report (1885), pp. 30–31; Seventeenth Annual Report 
(1886), pp. 63–64; Nineteenth Annual Report (1888), pp. 66–67; South Dakota, First Biennial 
Report of the Superintendent of Public Instruction (1892), p. 68; Second Biennial Report (1894), 
p. 126; Third Biennial Report (1896), pp. 24–51; Fourth Biennial Report (1898) pp. xiii–xiv; 
Fifth Biennial Report (1900) p. 19; Sixth Biennial Report (1902), p. 35; Seventh Biennial Report 
(1904), p. 197; Eighth Biennial Report (1906), p. 97; Ninth Biennial Report (1908), p. 26; Tenth 
Biennial Report (1910), p. 33; Eleventh Biennial Report (1912), pp. 328–29; Twelfth Biennial Re-
port (1914), pp. 276–77; Thirteenth Biennial Report (1916), pp. 141–42, 207–8; Fifteenth Biennial 
Report (1918), pp. 264–65. I tabulated the counts for female county superintendents elect-
ed from 1882 through 1918 based upon female first names.
	 24. Rapid City Republican, 11 Apr. 1890.
	 25. Waterloo (Iowa) Courier, 26 Oct. 1896; Mitchell Daily Republican, 13 Mar. 1886; South 
Dakota, First Biennial Report (1892), p. 68; Second Biennial Report (1894), p. 126; South Dako-
ta, Biennial Address of Governor Charles N. Herreid to the Ninth Legislative Session (1905), p. 
182; South Dakota, Fifth Biennial Report of the Secretary of State (1900), p. 142.

porated as independent districts. At that time, a superintendent might 
administer dozens of one-room schools. They reported statistics to 
the state office of public instruction, held public examinations, issued 
teaching certificates, visited schools, provided guidance to teachers, 
and worked with trustees to ensure each district followed the laws.22 
Voters’ seemingly growing confidence in female superintendents led to 
women winning election to that position in fifty-two out of sixty-six 
counties in South Dakota in 1918.23 Constituents appear to have agreed 
with the sentiment expressed by State Superintendent of Schools Gil-
bert L. Pinkham, as reported in the Rapid City Republican in 1890: “Wom-
en superintendents of schools exert a better influence than do men, 
they visit the schools oftener and have more pride in their mission.”24
	 School superintendent positions opened the door for ambitious 
women to acquire public leadership skills. One of those women, Kate 
Taubman, a well-educated teacher from Iowa, moved to Aurora County 
in 1882. Hired as a teacher for Plankinton, she rose to the position of 
principal and later served two terms as county superintendent, from 
1890 to 1894. She also held leadership positions in the South Dakota Ed-
ucation Association, becoming the first woman elected as president of 
that organization. In 1896, while serving as the high school principal in 
Aberdeen, Taubman came close to being the first woman elected to a 
statewide public office in South Dakota when she received 49.6 percent 
of the vote for state superintendent.25 Although term limits restricted 
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women from serving as superintendents for longer than four years, the 
post still provided an opportunity for some to gain political experience.
	 As women exercised their limited voting rights and won some elec-
tions, they continued to fight for equal suffrage at the territorial and, 
later, state level. For territories, the power to grant uniform voting 
rights belonged solely to the legislature. Dakota Territory nearly be-
came the first territory to enfranchise women a year before Wyoming 
achieved that milestone. The territorial house of representatives 
passed a suffrage bill in 1868, but the session ended without a vote in 
the senate. Two more times, Dakota Territory missed its opportunity to 
establish full suffrage. In 1872, the legislature came within one vote of 
enfranchising women. Thirteen years later, when lawmakers approved 
the measure, Governor Gilbert A. Pierce vetoed the bill, arguing that it 
would hurt efforts for statehood.26 

Governor Gilbert A. Pierce argued 
in 1885 that adopting woman 
suffrage would jeopardize Dakota 
Territory’s chances for achieving 
statehood. 

	 26. Dakota Territory, Journal of the House (1869), p. 34; Wagner, Fighting for the Vote, pp. 
90–98; Patricia O’Keefe Easton, “Opposition to Woman Suffrage in South Dakota” (mas-
ter’s thesis, University of South Dakota, 1975), pp. 2–7.
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	 27. Wagner, Fighting for the Vote, pp. 90–98; Easton, “Opposition to Woman Suffrage in 
South Dakota,” pp. 2–7.

	 Although territorial legislatures could award full suffrage, states 
needed their voters to approve constitutional amendments to expand 
the franchise. The steps for getting amendments on the ballot differed 
in each state. South Dakota had the lowest bar, requiring only the pas-
sage of a joint resolution by majority vote in any session. When South 
Dakota became a state in 1889, the new constitution stipulated that it 
would hold a public vote on woman suffrage the following year. That 
1890 amendment failed to gain more than 33 percent of the vote. In 
1894, only 43 percent of voters backed a school suffrage amendment 
to allow women to vote for county and state superintendent. The 1898 
full enfranchisement legislation came close with 46 percent of the vote. 
Proponents fell short again in 1910, 1914, and 1916, but increased their 
support from 38 percent to 44 percent to 48 percent. Finally, in 1918, the 
woman suffrage amendment succeeded with 63 percent approving the 
measure.27
	 Throughout their campaigns, suffragists across the country em-
ployed two different and seemingly counterintuitive arguments, one 
based on women being like men, and the other on women being dif-
ferent from men. Proponents of the egalitarian argument claimed that 
women had the same natural rights as men and therefore should receive 
equal political power to protect those rights. Alternatively, the expe-
diency argument maintained that female enfranchisement would im-
prove society, given women’s roles as mothers and guardians of moral 
and religious values. Prominent women, such as Jane Addams, founder 
of the settlement house movement, cited those domestic responsibili-
ties to justify their expanding role in progressive political and reform 
movements. Calling their activity “civic” or “municipal housekeeping,” 
those reformers sought solutions to problems caused by poverty, pollu-
tion, overcrowding, and unfair labor practices toward women and chil-
dren. Temperance advocates, seeking to reduce the manufacture and 
sale of alcohol, also used the expediency argument to support wom-
an suffrage. Reformers and prohibitionists believed the women’s vote 
would make it possible to enact temperance laws. While the egalitarian 
and expediency arguments gained some converts, neither proved fully 
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	 28. Welch, “Local and National Forces,” pp. 26–27, 73; Flexner, Century of Struggle, pp. 
153–55; Celeste K. Carruthers and Marianne H. Wanamaker, “Municipal Housekeeping,” 
Journal of Human Resources 50 (Fall 2015): 331; Theda Skocpol, Protecting Soldiers and Moth-
ers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap 
Press at Harvard University, 1992), pp. 321, 337. Skocpol explains how women used the 
domestic ideal—women’s accepted maternal role as keepers of morality—to expand their 
sphere from private to public as they sought social reform.
	 29. Sara Egge, Woman Suffrage and Citizenship in the Midwest, 1870–1920 (Iowa City: 
University of Iowa Press, 2018), pp. 126–31, 153, 157–60. Egge explores the link between 
community, citizenship, and suffrage as she examines the suffrage movement in three 
midwestern counties, including Yankton County in South Dakota. She shows how mid-
western women’s experiences in civic responsibility shaped their fight for voting rights.
	 30. Matilda Joslyn Gage, Susan B. Anthony, and Elizabeth Cady Stanton, eds., History of 
Woman Suffrage, vol. 2 (Rochester, N.Y.: Susan B. Anthony, 1887), p. 135. Frederick T. Frelin-
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	 32. Easton, “Opposition to Woman Suffrage in South Dakota,” pp. 1, 74–75.

effective in persuading legislators or voters to expand the electorate.28
	 When suffragists refined their message and connected citizenship 
with civic responsibility, they found more receptive audiences. World 
War I gave women the opportunity to establish this argument. During 
the conflict, many women enthusiastically engaged in supporting the 
troops. Women throughout the country sold war bonds, conserved food, 
and joined the American Red Cross, actions they felt demonstrated their 
devotion to the nation. They used their patriotism to earn respect as 
dedicated civilians who deserved the vote. As loyal citizens of the Unit-
ed States, they claimed that women had a duty to vote and that their 
performance in improving their communities proved their fitness.29
	 Those arguing against suffrage based their stance on either a different 
view of the role of women or concern about how full enfranchisement 
would impact other issues. Some opponents asserted that women’s gen-
tle nature had a “higher and holier mission” in the home, making voting 
rights for women unnecessary.30 They also believed that women voting 
against men would disrupt society. In addition, anti-suffragists claimed 
women did not really want the vote, as husbands already voted in their 
wives’ best interest.31 Organized opposition often included liquor in-
terests, which feared women voters would hurt their industry, and 
some immigrant communities, especially from cultures more tolerant 
of drinking, such as German Americans.32
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	 Campaigns for the South Dakota woman suffrage amendments can 
be separated into two eras, differentiated by how the proponents or-
ganized their arguments. Before 1911, suffrage leaders used the expe-
diency argument while promoting both prohibition and voting rights. 
Many advocates of the 1890 campaign came from the ranks of the 
state’s active temperance organization, the Woman’s Christian Temper-
ance Union (WCTU). A year before the vote, supporters organized the 
first state suffrage organization, the Equal Suffrage Association (ESA). 
Four men and three women assumed leadership roles. Those leaders 
included Democrat Samuel A. Ramsey; Republican Alonzo Wardall, also 
a member of the Famers’ Alliance; staunch prohibitionists Rev. William 
Fielder and Rev. Moses Barker as well as Barker’s wife, Helen M. Bark-
er, president of the state WCTU; businesswoman Sara A. Richards; and 
temperance advocate Emma Smith DeVoe. Barker, of Huron, took on 
the role of state lecturer with DeVoe, a young woman from Faulkton, as 
her assistant. DeVoe later used her skills as an organizer to play a key 
role in the successful passage of the suffrage amendment in Washing-
ton State. The ESA also sponsored lecture tours for temperance advo-
cate Dr. Nettie Hall. In addition, NAWSA helped raise funds and brought 
speakers to the state, including Susan B. Anthony, Carrie Chapman, and 
Anna Howard Shaw, to educate the populace.33 
	 Inexperience, infighting, and better-funded opposition all contrib-
uted to the defeat of the 1890 amendment. When coordination between 
the state and national suffrage organizations fell apart over differences 
in strategy, the discontent played out in the newspapers. Additionally, 
Marietta Bones of Webster, an early proponent of suffrage in South Da-
kota, fought a messy public battle with Anthony, the national leader. 
Among many disagreements, they argued about the role temperance 
should play in the campaign. Anthony advocated focusing on voting 
rights alone. Bones also fought with the local and national WCTU, be-
lieving that the temperance groups should remain nonpartisan. In later 
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Emma Smith DeVoe, 
pictured here in her 
later years, toured 
the state extensively 
as a lecturer for the 
South Dakota Equal 
Suffrage Association.

years, Bones turned on the movement and became an outspoken mem-
ber of the opposition.34 
	 Another, more powerful enemy emerged from South Dakota suffrage 
leaders’ unwillingness to separate voting rights and temperance issues. 
Fearing that woman suffrage would impede their effort to repeal Pro-
hibition, the well-funded and politically savvy liquor interests actively 
engaged to defeat the amendment. Other considerations impacting the 
campaign included a lack of support from political parties, a three-year 
drought, and voter interest focused on the contest over the location of 

	 34. Easton, “Opposition to Woman Suffrage in South Dakota,” pp. 29, 38–40; Nancy Tys-
tad Koupal, “Marietta Bones: Personality and Politics in the South Dakota Suffrage Move-
ment,” in Feminist Frontiers: Women Who Shaped the Midwest, ed. Yvonne Johnson (Kirks-
ville, Mo.: Truman State University Press, 2010), pp. 74–79.
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the state capital. Politically naïve and battling themselves, the suffrag-
ists lost by 22,890 votes in 1890, failing to convince two-thirds of the 
voters.35
	 In 1894, the South Dakota ballot included an amendment to expand 
school suffrage by allowing women to vote for county and state super-
intendents of public instruction. Once again, the suffragists’ zeal for 
prohibition contributed to defeat. In that election, Anna R. Simmons 
of Faulkton and Emma A. Cranmer of Aberdeen, longtime temperance 
advocates, held executive positions in both the state ESA and the state 
WCTU. Concerned about public attempts to reverse state prohibition, 
Simmons, Cranmer, and their followers focused on promoting the elec-

By the time the South Dakota 
Equal Suffrage Association held 
its “mass convention” in Mitchell 
in 1890, internal struggles had 
reconstituted the organization’s 
leadership. 
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tion of legislators sympathetic to the temperance cause.36 With their 
attention thus diverted, suffrage leaders did not organize a campaign 
that year, likely assuming the measure would pass on its own merits. 
In her 1902 history of the state suffrage movement, Alice Alt Pickler of 
Faulkton, another suffrage leader of that era, confirmed this viewpoint, 
explaining, “As there seemed to be no objection to women’s voting for 

Anna R. Simmons and 
other temperance ad-
vocates linked woman 
suffrage to prohibition, 
to the detriment of both 
causes.
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school trustees it was not supposed there would be any to extending the 
privilege for the other school officers.”37 Lack of an active campaign un-
doubtedly contributed to the defeat of the amendment in 1894, which 
fell short by 5,672 votes in a low-turnout election. Two years later, tem-
perance advocates lost their fight when the voters repealed state prohi-
bition.38 
	 In 1898, the Populist movement delivered support for another wom-
an suffrage vote. Two years earlier, state voters had elected the Popu-
list governor Andrew E. Lee and given the party a majority of seats in 
the legislature. Those legislators approved joint resolutions to put both 
equal suffrage and the regulation of alcohol on the 1898 ballot. The li-
quor dispensary amendment specified strict regulations regarding the 
sale and manufacture of intoxicating beverages. Simmons and Cran-
mer, still serving as executives in the WCTU, deliberately and defiantly 
mingled the two issues. While their position may have helped garner 
support from men who backed prohibition, their insistence on that 
strategy cost them assistance and money from the national organiza-
tion. With both voting and alcohol on the ballot, the well-funded liquor 
lobby publicly connected suffrage and temperance, even financing the 
national anti-suffrage speaker Mrs. W. Winslow Crannel to lecture 
throughout the state. In addition, Marietta Bones provided a vocal and 
effective voice in arguing against the measure. These efforts contribut-
ed to the defeat of suffrage once again.39
	 A lack of enthusiasm also may have contributed to the defeat. Many 
counties had lost population due to drought and depression and those 
who remained focused their energy more on recovery than politics. In 
Plankinton, Aurora County, where a devastating bank failure exacer-
bated the misery, the pastor of the Methodist Church, W. S. Shepherd, 
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declined to organize county meetings. As he explained to the state 
suffrage organization in August 1898, “The interest flagged and so few 
manifested any enthusiasm whatever, that the work was dropped and 
has not been resumed since.” He added, “Scarcely a woman in this town 
has put forth a single effort to push the work, hence the lack of inter-
est in general.”40 With a stubborn insistence on mingling suffrage and 
temperance, little help from the national organization, an uninspired 
population, and strong, well-funded opposition, the campaign failed to 
gain a majority but had grown their overall support. In the final tally, 
they obtained almost 46 percent of voters, losing by only 3,285 votes, 
suggesting that the suffragists’ leadership ultimately cost them the 
election.41
	 Discouraged by that defeat, the South Dakota ESA dissolved and re-
mained inactive until 1901. When reformed as the Political Equality As-
sociation, suffragists once again brought in leadership from the WCTU. 
The organization elected Alice Pickler president and Philena Everett 
Johnson of Highmore vice president. Since moving to the territory in 
1881, Pickler was active in many state causes, including suffrage, tem-
perance, child welfare reform, and the Woman’s Relief Corp, an orga-
nization that assisted Civil War veterans. As a territorial legislator in 
1885, her husband, Major John Pickler, had introduced the equal vot-
ing measure that the governor later vetoed. He also served as a United 
States congressman once South Dakota became a state. Johnson, while 
vice president of the new state suffrage organization, served as fran-
chise superintendent for the state WCTU for several years as well. In 
1903, Alice Pickler led a major effort to collect signatures for equal suf-
frage to appear on the ballot, using the recently adopted initiative and 
referendum law. Unfortunately, the state rejected the petition, as the 
initiative law could not be used to amend the constitution. To prove that 
women wanted the vote, the group again collected signatures in 1906. 
This time they delivered a list of names thirty-six yards in length to the 
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Active in numerous orga-
nizations, Alice Alt Pickler 
held offices in both the 
South Dakota Equal 
Suffrage Association and 
the Woman’s Christian 
Temperance Union.

legislature. The lawmakers voted but did not approve a suffrage resolu-
tion.42 
	 In 1909, the South Dakota suffragists succeeded in convincing the 
legislature to place a woman suffrage amendment on the 1910 ballot. 
Beginning to understand the need to separate women’s voting rights 
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and temperance, advocates selected Lydia B. Johnson, a Fort Pierre law-
yer, to lead the statewide effort. Simmons and Pickler moved WCTU 
activities to Faulkton to create physical distance. Unfortunately, the 
opposition still connected prohibition with women having the ballot 
and organized to defeat the measure. Aligning with the liquor inter-
ests, the German-American Alliance, an organization representing the 
largest immigrant population in the state, disapproved of both prohi-
bition and suffrage. This group accepted regular alcohol consumption 
and believed women had no need or interest in participating in public 
affairs. The state’s many German-language newspapers reflected these 
views. Writers argued against women’s voting rights, citing their more 
important role as mothers, and some articles linked alcohol restrictions 
with suffrage.43 Alien voting laws also worked against the women. State 
law allowed immigrants to vote before becoming naturalized citizens, 
requiring them only to have declared their intent to become citizens, 
often referred to as “taking out first papers.”44 The opposition actively 
worked to persuade new immigrants to become voters, which helped 
them defeat the 1910 measure by 22,419 votes.45
	 After that loss, discouraged suffragists sought a fresh face for their 
movement and found it in Mary I. (“Mamie”) Shields Pyle, a former 
schoolteacher from Huron with no previous ties to any advocacy group. 
In 1902, Pyle’s husband John L. Pyle, the state’s attorney general at the 
time, died of typhoid fever, leaving her with four children to raise.46 
Soon after, Pyle personally witnessed the inequity of voting laws when 
she watched what she described as a “railroad chain gang” of “Italian 
male immigrants, non-citizens on their way to vote” walk past her 
home on election day. As her daughter Gladys recounted many years 
later, “She stamped her foot. She said, ‘if they can vote taxes on me, 
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Huron is pictured here in the 1910s, around the time Mary Shields Pyle established 
headquarters for the South Dakota Universal Franchise League in the city. 
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well, I can vote too.’”47 In that moment, Mamie Pyle dedicated herself to 
the cause of women’s enfranchisement. 
	 As the newly elected president of the state suffrage organization, 
Pyle called for a convention in 1911. There, she disbanded the old orga-
nization and created a new one, the South Dakota Universal Franchise 
League (SDUFL). Recognizing that entwining temperance with suffrage 
only strengthened their adversaries, especially the liquor lobby, Pyle 
pursued a policy that separated the two causes. Under her leadership, 
the group located their permanent headquarters in Huron and pro-
moted suffrage exclusively. She also developed strategies to counter 
anti-suffrage sentiment and increase support among male voters. Pyle 
managed the last three campaigns, in 1914, 1916, and 1918, gradually 
building support until finally achieving victory.48 
	 The SDUFL started building their new argument that, as good citi-
zens, voting was women’s civic responsibility. Wisconsin suffragist 
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Belle La Follette, speaking in Yankton, South Dakota, in 1914, connect-
ed women’s progressive reform efforts to their role as citizens. She ar-
gued that men and women shared the duty to improve communities 
through better laws. For that, women needed the vote.49 Rather than 
play defense, the SDUFL developed an offensive strategy for the next 
amendment campaign of 1914, including publishing a newspaper, the 
Messenger, edited by Ruth Hipple, and promoting slogans such as “Un-
der God, the People Rule. Women are People.” In an effort to counter 
strong anti-suffrage sentiment among Germans, the group delivered 
pro-enfranchisement messages to counties with large numbers of Ger-
man immigrants. While the measure failed by 11,914 votes, it had gained 
ten thousand backers since 1910.50
	 Encouraged by the increased support, the SDUFL successfully lobbied 
for another South Dakota amendment vote in 1916. For the first time, 
both the Democratic and Republican parties endorsed the measure. In 
addition, national and state sentiment for prohibition grew more fa-
vorable, and the state added an anti-liquor measure to the ballot. With 
a total of nine measures for consideration that year, supporters and op-
ponents of the suffrage and temperance amendments planned strong 
campaigns. Women anti-suffragists, with their own organization in 
South Dakota, voiced the strongest opposition, while the liquor lobby 
focused their efforts on defeating prohibition. Suffrage proponents ran 
petition campaigns and worked to counter the argument that women 
did not want the vote. While the prohibition amendment passed, suf-
frage failed but garnered an encouraging 48 percent of the electorate, 
being defeated by only 4,934 votes. Analyzing the result by location, 
the SDUFL noted that their lowest level of support came from coun-
ties with significant German populations. They therefore blamed the 
German vote for their loss. For example, in McPherson County, with 
a German-heritage population of 75 percent, only 16 percent of voters 
approved the measure.51
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	 In their winning campaign of 1918, the suffragists refined their good 
citizen argument, initiated four years earlier, and finally succeeded in 
motivating voters to include them in the electorate. With prohibition 
weakening the liquor lobby, the SDUFL focused on attacking immi-
grants’ pre-citizenship right to vote in order to undermine German op-
position. The campaign for Amendment E, as the measure was known, 
took place as the war in Europe ended, and suffragists connected their 
wartime work to acts of patriotism and proof of loyalty. They exploit-
ed anti-immigrant and especially anti-German sentiment to make the 
case that women, as loyal citizens, were more deserving of the vote 
than suspect foreigners. Pyle’s earlier experience watching such men 
vote when she could not likely influenced the way she pursued this ar-
gument.52
	 In response to public concern, Governor Peter Norbeck called a spe-
cial session of the legislature in March to modify the woman suffrage 
amendment, scheduled for the November ballot. Legislators agreed to 
add a citizenship clause requiring immigrant voters to have completed 
the naturalization process. The suffrage amendment in 1918, therefore, 
included two components, one enfranchising women and the other 
disenfranchising non-citizen voters. Much of the campaign messaging 
then revolved around discussions of loyalty and citizenship, with the 
suffragists embracing nativism to contrast their wartime loyalty with 
potentially disloyal non-citizen male voters. The added clause ham-
pered the anti-suffrage element by connecting it to sympathy for the 
enemy. That argument effectively silenced the opposition. Other cam-
paign tactics included a county-by-county petition drive and mailing 
campaign literature to every voter.53
	 Five days before the armistice ending World War I was signed, South 
Dakota voters finally approved full suffrage. Whether voting to reward 
women’s patriotism or to punish immigrants, electors strongly ap-
proved the measure, and South Dakota’s fight for woman suffrage final-
ly succeeded. The amendment, combined with the citizenship clause, 
obtained a 63 percent majority and a plurality of 20,384 votes. In a tele-
gram from New York, dated 8 November 1918, NAWSA president Car-
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Carrie Chapman Catt wired her congratulations to Pyle after Amendment E grant-
ing South Dakota women the right to vote passed in November 1918.

rie Chapman Catt, who had campaigned in South Dakota for the 1890 
suffrage amendment, wrote, “Sincerest Congratulations on Splendid 
South Dakota Victory. It is Glorious.”54 
	 The following year, in June 1919, the United States Congress approved 
the Nineteenth Amendment. South Dakota lawmakers then met in a 
special session, called for the specific purpose of ratifying the amend-
ment, and approved it without dissent on 5 December 1919, becom-
ing the twenty-first state to do so. Following ratification by thirty-six 
states, the measure became law on 26 August 1920.55
	 Although the right to vote could no longer be denied on the basis of 
sex, barriers to the ballot box still existed, especially among American 
Indians, non-white citizens, and women who married non-citizens. 
Under the Expatriation Act of 1907, women who were American citi-
zens lost that status when they married a foreign national. The law was 
not repealed until 1922, two years after ratification of the Nineteenth 
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Amendment. Suffrage for American Indians took much longer, as they 
did not receive citizenship status until 1924, after which several states 
continued to pass laws restricting their ability to vote. Not until 1951 
did South Dakota repeal laws denying American Indians the franchise. 
Black Americans and other minorities did not gain meaningful voting 
rights until ratification of the Twenty-fourth Amendment outlawing 
poll taxes in 1964 and passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965. Debates 
on voting rights issues continue into the present.56
	 During a span of fifty years, South Dakota women made numerous 
attempts to obtain full suffrage, succeeding first in obtaining school 
suffrage and using those limited rights to participate as voters and lead-
ers in the public arena. Starting with the first introduction of a bill for 
full woman suffrage in 1868 and ending with the granting of equal vot-
ing rights in 1918, women promoted their message, learned from their 
political mistakes, and outlasted their enemies. Failing to convince vot-
ers with the egalitarian and expediency arguments, proponents then 
associated woman suffrage with the concept of citizenship. Using pa-
triotism and anti-German war sentiment to demonstrate their fidelity, 
suffragists successfully convinced male voters to include them in the 
electorate. With passage of the woman suffrage amendment in Novem-
ber 1918, South Dakota’s female citizens could now fulfill their duty to 
vote.
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