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WOMEN ON THE PLAINS 
AN INTRODUCTION 

The fO'ur essays brO'ught tO'gether here are a 
testimO'ny to' the surge O'f interest in wO'men's 
histO'ry in general and in the lives O'f wO'men O'n 
the Great plains in particular that has welled 
up in the last decade. Unlike previO'us special 
issues O'f the Quarterly, which were the results 
O'f sympO'sia planned arO'und specific tO'pics, 
this issue was generated by the articles them­
selves, which arrived independently O'n the 
editO'r's desk within a relatively shO'rt periO'd O'f 
time. TwO' are O'verviews and twO' are case 
studies O'f particular grO'ups O'f wO'men. TO'­
gether, the fO'ur articles suggest the richness O'f 
the field they represent. 

In the O'pening article, Glenda Riley surveys 
"Recent DevelO'pments in Research," prO'PO'sing 
nO't O'nly a histO'riO'graphy but alsO' sO'me sugges­
tions fO'r fO'rmulating the best questiO'ns and 
methO'dO'IO'gies fO'r future research. Riley shO'WS 
that the West was, fO'r piO'neering plainswO'men, 
bO'th an extensiO'n O'f hO'me and a kind O'f free­
dO'm; the writings O'f histO'ric wO'men indicate 
that it was cO'nsiderably mO're varied and inter­
esting than O'ne might have thO'ught frO'm 
histO'ry bO'O'ks and articles written befO're the 
1970s. Riley fO'cuses attentiO'n O'n several areas 
where researchers must exercise special cautiO'n. 
The idea O'f the explO'itatiO'n O'f wO'men by men 
is O'ne O'f these. "ShO'uld histO'rians and O'ther 
schO'lars impute mO'dern nO'tiO'ns O'f O'PpressiO'n 
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to' previO'us generatiO'ns O'f wO'men and men?" 
asks Riley. She indicates that the study O'f O'P­
pressiO'n must nO't simply becO'me a restatement 
O'f the "wO'man as victim" theme, nO'r must it 
neglect the facets O'f wO'man's rO'le that were 
rewarding and that excluded men, such as the 
WCTU and the wO'men's clubs that June Under­
WO'O'd discusses in the article that fO'llO'WS 
Riley's. Riley alsO' cautiO'ns us against rejecting 
myths and stereO'types befO're we have milked 
them fO'r their affective cO'ntent, anO'ther PO'int 
that UnderwO'O'd underscO'res. Riley stresses 
the need fO'r cO'mparative studies O'f plains­
wO'men that deal nO't just with white, PrO'tes­
tant wO'men O'n the frO'ntier, but alsO' with 
wO'men O'f O'ther races and creeds in O'ther cO'un­
tries and in O'ther times; including the present. 

June C. UnderwO'O'd's "Western WO'men and 
True WO'manhO'O'd: Culture and SymbO'I in His­
tO'ry and Literature" is an example O'f O'ne O'f 
the things Riley calls fO'r: an examinatiO'n O'f 
plainswO'men in literature. UnderwO'O'd demO'n­
strates that the "feminine" virtues O'f dO'mes­
ticity and piety, shO'wn as destructive and 
emasculating in the zerO'-sum game O'f male­
patterned literature, were prO'ductive and em­
PO'wering in the PO'sitive-sum WO'rld O'f histO'rical 
wO'men. WO'men cO'nsciO'usly used nineteenth­
century beliefs abO'ut the sanctity O'f the 
hO'me and the innate purity O'f wO'men to' mO've 
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out of the home and into the political sphere, 

supposedly dominated by men. Yet as Under­

wood points out, it is not this public, politi­

cal sphere that American plains literature 

portrays.' One would never guess from Owen 

Wister's perennially popular novel The Virginian 
that Wyoming was the first state or territory to 

grant full suffrage to women, nor, with the 

novel's emphasis on vigilantism, that women 

served effectively at that time on grand and 

trial juries in Wyoming. Instead, Underwood 
shows, the book presents a woman whose essen­

tial role is to submit to the hero, a hero who is 

the final arbitor in questions of both justice 

and culture. 

Courtney Ann Vaughn-Roberson, like Un­
derwood, shows how historical women used the 

conventional ideas of piety and domesticity to 

move out of the home and into the public 

sphere. Her subjects are 547 professional 

women who had spent from twenty to fifty-five 
years as teachers in the West during the twen­

tieth century. In choosing to focus on profes­

sional women of this century, Vaughn-Roberson 
responds to Riley's call to move beyond the 

image of the pioneer mother. Vaughn-Roberson's 

research also, albeit by default, shows the con­
tinuing problem facing scholars who wish to 

concentrate on nonwhite plainswomen. Vaughn­

Roberson's subjects are all white or white­

identified because, as she writes, "many profes­

sional groups (my major source of contacts) 

initially excluded minority members, [thus 1 
my sample size ... was so small that I omitted 

any separate analysis of those teachers." How­

ever, despite such gaps in archival material, 
Vaughn-Roberson's study shows the determina­

tion and ingenuity of a large number of plains­

women who managed to forge lives that allowed 

them to work as professionals outside the home 

but to use the ideology of domesticity to 

defend themselves from the stigma of an un­

sanctioned independence. Vaughn-Roberson 

concludes that, despite the limitations of a 

professionalism paradoxically justified by do­
mesticity, the women in her study felt fulfilled 
in their choices. 

Susan C. Peterson studies another group of 

professional women in "A Widening Horizon: 

Catholic Sisterhoods on the Northern Plains, 

1874-1910." Catholics, recent immigrants, not 
married, and living in communities rather than 

on isolated homesteads, the nuns that Peter­

son singles out for study present characteristics 

very different from those of the stereotypical 

plainswoman; yet the Grey Nuns from Montreal, 

the Sisters of the Presentation from Ireland, 

the Benedictine Sisters from Switzerland, and 

the Franciscan Sisters from Germany all suc­

ceeded in establishing themselves on the 

northern Great Plains. All four groups came to 

Dakota Territory as teachers for Indian reser­

vations, but, responding to demand, became 

teachers among white settlers as well. In addi­
tion, all but the Franciscans established hospi­

tals in response to the need for such health care 

on the frontier. Like other settlers, the Sisters 

underwent the rigors of blizzardy weather and 

the hardships of economic bad times. Like 
other immigrants, the Sisters learned English, 

and both the Grey Nuns at Fort Totten and 

the Benedictines at Standing Rock became 
government employees when the Bureau of 

Indian Affairs took over the operation of their 

mission schools. Like all Dakotans, Indians and 

settlers alike, the Sisters adapted themselves to 
the environmental and sociopolitical demands 

of the northern plains at the turn of the cen­

tury, but their independence and initiative and 

their reliance on an ideal of community quite 

different from that of secular settlers clearly 

set them apart from any of the stereotypes of 

women on the plains that have heretofore ap­

peared in our histories. 

Taken as a unit, these four articles show 

where we have been in the historiography of 

plainswomen, demonstrate how literary and 

other images of plainswomen are both true and 

not true, and offer detailed examinations of 

two groups of women-professional teachers in 
the southern plains and Catholic Sisters in the 

northern plains-who have both utilized and 

transcended their own and society's expecta­

tions of how their lives could be lived. 

FRANCES W. KAYE 
Editor 
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