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Compelling Question: What arguments did Native and Chinese women use to fight for 
suffrage and citizenship? 
In this inquiry, students will analyze the provided documents presented in chronological order. 
 
Document A: Fourteenth Amendment of the United States Constitution 
 
All persons born or naturalized in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are 
citizens of the United States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make or enforce 
any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor 
shall any State deprive any person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor 
deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. 
 
Document B: Elk v. Wilkins, 112 U.S. 94 (1884)	
In Elk v. Wilkins, 112 U.S. 94 (1884), the Court found that acquisition of U.S. citizenship at birth under 
the Constitution if born within the United States did not extend to children of Native American tribes, 
holding that they were not "subject to the jurisdiction of the United States" at birth. 
 
"[The Fourteenth Amendment] contemplates two sources of citizenship, and two sources only:  
birth and naturalization. The persons declared to be citizens are 'all persons born or naturalized 
in the United States, and subject to the jurisdiction thereof.' The evident meaning of these last 
words is, not merely subject in some respect or degree to the jurisdiction of the United States, but 
completely subject to their political jurisdiction, and owing them direct and immediate 
allegiance. And the words relate to the time of birth in the one case, as they do to the time of 
naturalization in the other. Persons not thus subject to the jurisdiction of the United States at the 
time of birth cannot become so afterwards, except by being naturalized, either individually, as by 
proceedings under the naturalization acts; or collectively, as by the force of a treaty by which 
foreign territory is acquired. Indians born within the territorial limits of the United States, 
members of, and owing immediate allegiance to, one of the Indian tribes (an alien though 
dependent power,) although in a geographical sense born in the United States, are no more 'born 
in the United States and subject to the jurisdiction thereof,' within the meaning of the first section 
of the Fourteenth Amendment, than the children of subjects of any foreign government born 
within the domain of that government, or the children born within the United States, of 
ambassadors or other public ministers of foreign nations." 
 
U.S. Department of State Foreign Affairs Manual. Supreme Court Decisions. Elk v. Wilkins, 112 U.S. 94. 1884. 

https://fam.state.gov/fam/08fam/08fam010203.html 
 
According to the 14th Amendment and the opinion in Elk v. Wilkins, why were native people 
denied citizenship? 
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Document C: Marie Louise Bottineau Baldwin  
Marie Baldwin, a Chippewa Native, was among the first to earn a law degree in the United States. She 
was later appointed to the Bureau of Indian affairs, before she could even vote. She dedicated her life to 
improving the conditions of Native peoples.  

Did you ever know that the Indian women were among the first suffragists, and that they 
exercised the right of recall? The trouble in this Indian question which I meet again and again is 

that it is not the Indian who needs to be educated so constantly up to the 
white man, but that the white man needs to be educated to the Indian. 
Many, indeed, are the things which the paleface does not know about his 
red brother. Without reference or question, the attitude of tho earlier settlers 
has been handed down from generation to generation, as matter of course, 
and the 
mistakes that they made are still discernible in the efforts of their 
descendants…  

To go back to the suffragists and the right of recall. The popular idea 
of the Indian woman is that she was a beast of burden, with nothing but 
work ahead of and behind her. That she ever had a hand in the government 

is almost unknown. But she did, and it was a strong one. It. is true that she did most of the work, 
but merely because It happened to be a more natural arrangement of affairs. The brave was 
constantly prepared for a war. and If you have any idea that It Is an easy thing to go out and get 
three meals a day from the uncultivated fields and thin air just try it yourself. The Indian woman 
was Indeed the power behind the throne. It has been the case In many instances that the women 
did not like the maneuvers of the chief. What did they do? They got together and told their plans 
to the braves. Insisted upon a recall and & new chief and they got one. They suggested, knew 
and talked over the affairs of state, with their men folks, and there 
was very little doing Indeed of which they were ever unaware…  

There are so few of us left that It behooves us to lay aside all feeling against one another 
and the paleface, and make remnants' or a once mighty race, worthy of the land in which they 
now live.” 

 
The Washington times. [volume] (Washington [D.C.]), 03 Aug. 1914. Chronicling America: Historic American 

Newspapers. Lib. of Congress. https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn84026749/1914-08-03/ed-1/seq-9/.  
 
What was her main argument for woman suffrage and native citizenship? 

 
 
 
 

 
Document D: Wilhelmina Kekelaokalaninui Widemann Dowsett 
Until the 1890s, Hawaii was ruled by an indigenous Hawaiian monarchy. It’s final queen,  Queen 
Liliʻuokalani was overthrown by businessmen and landowners descended from American missionaries. 
Hawaii was annexed by the United States in 1898. Queen Liliuokalani traveled to DC to protest 
annexation. Other native Hawaiians like Wilhelmina Kekelaokalaninui Widemann Dowsett, took a more 
pragmatic approach and argued that they should have he right to suffrage since they had it in Hawaii. 
Dowsett founded the National Women’s Equal Suffrage Association and hosted meetings in her home. 
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Hawaiian women became enfranchised with the 19th Amendment, but as residents of a U.S. territory, 
their representation was limited until Hawaii became a state on August 21, 1959. 
 
Sister Hawaiians, our foreign sisters are with us. Senator Wise asked us yesterday if the so-called 
‘society women’ were leading us, and we told him that this was not so. We are working all 
together, and we want the legislature to know this. And we must also remember our Oriental 
sisters, who are not here today but who will also unite this great cause. 
 
National Park Service. “Wilhelmina Kekelaokalaninui Widemann Dowsett.” 

https://www.nps.gov/people/wilhelmina-kekelaokalaninui-widemann-dowsett.htm.  
 
What was her main argument for woman suffrage and native citizenship? 

 
 
 
 

 
Document E: Zitkala-Sa 
Zitkala-Ša grew up in boarding schools designed to strip native children of their indigenous cultures. 
There she adopted the name Gertrude Simmons Bonnin, which she later abandoned. She was a Native 
American suffragist, writer and activist until her death in 1938. After women got the vote, Zitkala-Sa 
became an advocate for the Snyder Act of 1924 which granted full citizenship to Native Americans.  
 

I remember my mother. I was born in a teepee. I loved that life. It was beautiful, more 
beautiful than I can tell you. But my mother said to me. “You must learn the white man’s 
language so when you grow up you will talk for us and for the Indian and the white man will 
have a better understanding.” I said…“I am going to do the best I can and then I am going to let 
the Great Spirit do the rest.” … Then I think I have forgotten the most important thing of all, and 
that is our Maker the Great Spirit. We must keep our faith in the Great Spirit because this applied 
to every day thinking in our homes and wherever we go. 

Then let us have level heads. let us not cower. We are men and women with minds and 
hearts. Why, the Great Almighty made us! We are here like other human beings and there is no 
reason why we should be afraid to hold up our heads. Let us stand up straight. Let us study 
conditions; let us give reasons why. And if we fail at the first trial, shall we quit? No, we will try 
again. You believe in right—then stand for that… We must continue speaking and claiming our 
human rights to live on this earth that God has made, so that we may think our thoughts and 
speak them—that we may have our part in the American life and be as any other human beings 
are… 

We are rational beings. Let us develop our powers by thinking and acting for ourselves. 
That is the way we grow… I have been in sessions of Congress when the great men there met 
together. They will discuss their subjects, some on one side, some on another, both giving 
soundest arguments. Was it treason for these men to have difference of opinions? It was not 
treason against the Government. They were representing their people, they were representing 
the Government, but they had different views and they had the privilege of speaking… We are 
in America, and we have, each one of us, a right to express our views. We agree on the main 
thing… We want the privilege of rational men for, were we idiots or lunatics we would not be 
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here, we would be in some hospital or asylum. But, because we are rational creatures, we have a 
right to express our thoughts and to try to come to some plan, according to the best of our light. 
This is our policy. 
 

Bonnin, Gertrude (Zitkala-Sa). “Address by Mrs. Gertrude Bonnin.” The American Indian, Vol. 7, No. 3 
(1919). Delivered to the Annual Convention of the Society of American Indians. 2-4 October 1919. 

 
What was her main argument for woman suffrage and native citizenship? 

 
 
 
 

 
Document F: Matilda Gage 
Gage was a white suffragist and an author alongside Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton of the 
dense History of Women’s Suffrage. She was also an advocate for Native rights and citizenship. 
 The famous Iroquois Indians, or Six Nations… showed alike in form of government, and 
in social life, reminiscences of the Matriarchate. The line of descent, feminine, was especially 
notable in all tribal relations such as the election of Chiefs, and the Council of Matrons, to which 
all disputed questions were referred for final adjudication. No sale of lands was valid without 
consent of the squaws… The women also possessed the veto power on questions of war… If for 
any cause the Iroquois husband and wife separated, the wife took with her all the property she 
had brought into the wigwam; the children also accompanied the mother, whose right to them 
was recognized as supreme… Not alone the Iroquois but most Indians of North America trace 
descent in the female line; among some tribes woman enjoys almost the whole legislative 
authority and in others a prominent share… Thus to the Matriarchate or Mother-rule is the 
modern world indebted for its first conception of inherent rights, natural equality of condition, 
and the establishment of a civilized government upon this basis. Although the reputation of the 
Iroquois as warriors appears most prominent in history, we nevertheless find their real 
principles to have been the true Matriarchal one of peace and industry. Driven from the northern 
portion of America by vindictive foes, compelled to take up arms in self-protection, yet the more 
peaceful occupations of hunting and agriculture were continually followed. 
 
Gage, Matilda Josyln. Woman, Church & State. Project Gutenberg, 2014. Originally published in 1983. 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/45580/45580-h/45580-h.htm.  
 
In what ways may Native women have inspired the larger women’s suffrage movement?  

 
 
 
 

 


