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Abstract:
The debates of the Montana Constitutional Convention of 1889 on issues related to equal suffrage
afford us direct insights into the intellectual setting of frontier society in Montana. Inherent in the
suffrage issue were inter-related concepts regarding the proper role of woman and the locus of power in
representative government. The delegates were keenly aware that their blueprint for statehood would
mold social contours and determine access to political power. They decided that the political rights of
their women should be tightly circumscribed.

Suffragists modified their ideology and strategy in successive drives for the ballot. In Montana, as
elsewhere, they eventually compromised principles of equal dignity in order to secure a broad
consensus for woman suffrage. The Victorian cyst of sexual inequality remained to perpetuate the
"woman problem." To many, Jeannette Rankin personified the suffrage movement in Montana. She
was a remarkable leader. But others had conducted admirably conceived campaigns under trying
circumstances before her. The prospects for equal suffrage rose and fell, not only with quality of
leadership, but with reform spirit (particularly with Populism in the 1890's and with Progressivism and
Socialism later). But the reform spirit was a conservative one— to restore control of government to the
people for social progress compatible with traditional values.

Adoption of the equal suffrage amendment to Montana's constitution in 1914, 25 years after admission
to statehood, removed formal barriers to women's full participation in Montana government (except for
jury duty). Conservative Montana lagged among western states in granting equal franchise. But in
1916, four years before the nation would have equal suffrage, Montana elected Miss Rankin to
Congress. 
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