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In an oral history interview with Karen V. 
Hansen, Spirit Lake Dakota tribal member 

Eunice Davidson relayed the perspective of her 
grandmother: “She always made that remark 
that the land was one of the greatest gift s. Th at’s 

what it was to her, a gift , she said.” It was her 
livelihood, a basis for her culture, and a place 
for worship— as well as the source of confl ict 
with white settlers.1

In an agricultural economy, land was the 
means of production. It was far more than 
a commodity to purchase or an investment 
that yielded dividends; it was a flexible re-
source as well as a place to live and work. Th e 
self- directed nature of rural women’s work— 
the ability to turn their time and energies to 
whatever tasks seemed most important in 
their current circumstances— made land even 
more valuable. Many farm women combined 
income- producing labor with childrearing, 
rather than paying for child care out of their 
earnings as women with off - farm jobs had to 
do. In our investigation, these characteristics 
are based on the fusion of landownership with 

Keywords: African Americans, Dakota Indians, land owner-
ship, Mississippi Delta, North Dakota, Scandinavian immi-
grants, settler colonialism, women

Karen V. Hansen is professor of sociology and women’s, gen-
der, and sexuality studies at Brandeis University. Her most 
recent book is Encounter on the Great Plains: Scandinavian 
Settlers and the Dispossession of Dakota Indians, 1890– 1929.

Grey Osterud does research on gender and the transition to 
capitalism in the United States and Scandinavia. Her most 
recent book is Putting the Barn Before the House: Women and 
Family Farming in Early Twentieth- Century New York.

Valerie Grim is professor of African American and African 
diaspora studies at Indiana University, Bloomington. Her re-
search in rural African American studies appears in leading 
journals, anthologies, and edited volumes.

Abstract: In rural societies, equity in land is key to women’s position, much as wage labor is in urban, industrial society. Access 
to productive property is especially important to women in marginalized, subjugated, or newly arrived racial- ethnic groups. Th e 
ownership of land shapes the resources that women and men can diff erentially obtain, control, and utilize. Native American, Af-
rican American, and immigrant women obtained land in a variety of ways: allotment, purchase, homesteading, and inheritance. 
Ownership enabled them to cultivate land to support the family, rent it out for income, and exercise the leverage it provided them 
throughout their lives. Using cases spanning the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, we explore landholding from the 
perspectives of Dakota and Scandinavian immigrant women on the Northern Plains and African American women in the South. 
Th rough careful attention to what women made of the land they owned, we can better understand gender and power in a settler 
colonialist society.

 “Land Was One of the Greatest Gift s”
Women’s Landownership in Dakota Indian, Immigrant 
Scandinavian, and African American Communities

Karen V. Hansen, Grey Osterud, and Valerie Grim
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252 Great Plains Quarterly, summer 2018

labor. We seek to incorporate the value of land-
owning into the analysis of gender and racial- 
ethnic inequalities.

Th roughout American history, landowner-
ship has provided individuals and groups with 
crucial resources and a measure of power, and 
its denial has both impoverished and disfran-
chised them. Until the mid- twentieth century, 
landholding was central to Americans’ claims 
to autonomy and citizenship. From the begin-
nings of settler colonialism, European immi-
grants and their descendants continuously ex-
propriated land from Native Americans. Aft er 
the American Revolution, white male property 
owners enjoyed the economic independence 
that qualified them for active participation 
in the market and the polity. During Recon-
struction, African Americans’ claims of enti-
tlement to the land on which they and their 
forebears had toiled were rejected by the state. 
In the farmers’ and tenants’ movements of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
rural producers organized to control the trans-
portation, processing, and marketing of their 
crops and to make the state advance economic 
democracy; their defeat marked the triumph of 
capitalist social relations. Historically, for both 
US- born and immigrant groups, land signifi ed 
wealth and conferred power; for marginalized 
racial- ethnic groups, it also translated into cit-
izenship and safety.2

In this article we investigate the signifi-
cance of women’s control over and ownership 
of land within excluded, subordinated, and 
disfranchised racial- ethnic groups. Women 
who owned land independently could manage 
their resources as they chose and control the 
proceeds of their labor. Th ose who held land 
jointly with their husbands, brothers, or sons 
exercised the prerogatives as well as the respon-
sibilities of propertied workers, but kin rela-

tionships were always subject to negotiation. 
Jointly owned assets, such as credit and wealth, 
have profoundly diff erent meanings and con-
sequences for women than resources they hold 
in their own name.3 In all three groups, men 
did not automatically enjoy the privileges of 
white male citizenship and thus could not 
exercise the patriarchal power that property 
ownership and control over their “dependent” 
wives were assumed to grant them. Yet women 
enjoyed somewhat more autonomy than those 
in more privileged groups. Th eir labor held 
greater political- economic signifi cance than it 
did among the dominant classes of whites. Th e 
key question we investigate is, What did access 
to and ownership of land mean to women in 
these distinct racial- ethnic groups?

Women’s Landownership 
and Settler Colonialism

Previous scholarship on America’s dominant 
settler colonial society has tended to empha-
size the systematic exclusion of women from 
the ownership and control of property that 
resulted from patrilineal cultural patterns and 
married women’s legal coverture. Daughters 
were usually given “movables” rather than real 
estate when they married and aft er the death 
of their father; if they did inherit real property, 
it was rarely more than half the amount given 
to their brothers. Even women who brought 
land to a marriage could not exercise direct 
control over it themselves.4 Such reasoning 
suggests that there is little more to say on the 
matter once we acknowledge gender inequality. 
But jumping to that conclusion means leaping 
over countervailing evidence from outside the 
dominant racial caste and socioeconomic class.

In “Settler Colonialism as Structure,” Evelyn 
Nakano Glenn off ers a comprehensive “frame-
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“Land Was One of the Greatest Gift s” 253

work for comparative studies of U.S. race and 
gender formation.”5 Settler colonialism in-
volved establishing control over resources, 
removing indigenous peoples, occupying the 
continent, and setting up “an exclusionary, pri-
vate property regime and coercive labor sys-
tems” in the state and political economy (52). 
Th is framework was designed to encompass the 
“specifi c racisms and sexisms aff ecting diff er-
ent racialized groups” (52), including Native 
Americans and African Americans, and to be 
“amenable to intersectional understanding” 
of the mutually constitutive character of race 
and gender (55). Glenn admits, however, that 
as it was initially laid out the framework told 
us more about race than about gender (69), 
beyond the fundamental fact that settler colo-
nial society was founded on the migration of 
families and the formation of communities and 
their reproduction across time and space. But 
what, concretely, did that mean for the women 
in subordinated and marginalized racial groups 
and their relationships with the settler colonial 
state and political economy? Glenn recognized 
that settler colonialism “had diff erent eff ects 
on men and women from subjugated groups” 
(69) but developed this point mainly through 
discrete examples rather than comparative 
analysis. Moreover, it is worth noting that the 
article has little to say about African Americans 
during the century between the end of enslave-
ment and the current regime of urban ghettos 
and mass incarceration.

In an eff ort to apply Glenn’s framework and 
extend her comparative analysis, we present 
three case studies of gender relations within 
racial- ethnic groups that stood in different 
relationships to the settler colonial state and 
political economy during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries: Native Ameri-
cans during and aft er the process of allotment, 

which turned tribal lands into private property; 
settler colonists who were immigrants rather 
than US- born persons of US- born parentage; 
and African American tenants who became 
landowners. What did access to and owner-
ship of land mean to women in these distinct 
racial- ethnic groups? In groups that were un-
dergoing continuous expropriation of their 
land and exploitation of their labor, as well as 
among recent immigrants whose foothold in 
the United States was still tenuous, women’s 
landownership was especially important, both 
for themselves and in their communities.

Th e inclusion of southern African American 
women in this conversation is especially 
useful because their experiences illuminate 
the great diffi  culties that existed for women of 
color who, with their husbands, struggled to 
become landowners. Yet, against tremendous 
oppression and intimidation, many African 
Americans persisted in the eff ort to acquire land 
because they knew it was the key resource they 
needed to provide for and protect women and 
children, especially in a region of the country 
where norms associated with racism, Jim Crow, 
and segregation were designed to make Black 
people believe that self- empowerment and self- 
suffi  ciency were impossible.

Rural women’s access to and control over 
land is strikingly absent from current mod-
els of the intersecting determinants of gender 
relations. Feminist scholars have paid most 
attention to the division of labor, job segrega-
tion, and wage disparities in workplaces and 
the devaluation of unpaid caregiving work 
within households.6 While the gendered divi-
sion of labor shapes the valuation of women’s 
work and strengthens or undermines women’s 
position in their families, their relationship to 
productive property is equally fundamental. 
Women’s ownership of or exclusion from pro-
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254 Great Plains Quarterly, summer 2018

ductive property has been structured by law as 
well as custom and varied among racial- ethnic 
groups.7

Th e sole comprehensive analysis of women 
as agricultural landowners in the United States, 
coauthored by Anne Effl  and, Denise Rogers, 
and Valerie Grim, set out to discover how wom-
en came to own land and with what eff ect, since 
these matters have seldom been assessed.8 In 
comparing ownership rates between men and 
women among various racial- ethnic groups 
and across regions over the twentieth century, 
these researchers found “indications that wom-
en have controlled surprisingly large amounts 
of agricultural land” (236), although national 
data on landownership has been collected, com-
piled, and analyzed in ways that conceal female 
ownership. Part of the problem arose from the 
gender biases that pervaded the legal system. As 
Joan Younger put it, “land that is jointly owned 
by a man and a woman has been, until recent 
years, the property of the man.”9

Drawing on a variety of local and region-
al studies that allowed them to diff erentiate 
between female and male farmland owners, 
Effl  and, Rogers, and Grim found that women 
owned more land in the late twentieth century 
than they had earlier. A national assessment 
in 1946 revealed that men owned 91 percent 
of land and women 9 percent; by 1988, women 
constituted between 11 and 21 percent of agri-
cultural landowners depending on the region, 
with more women owners in the South and 
Midwest (246). Women consistently owned 
smaller parcels than men (245). Women were 
more likely than men to have acquired their 
land through inheritance and were, on aver-
age, older than male landowners (247). Wom-
en have rented their land to others more oft en 
than male landowners and been more depen-
dent on the income it yielded (249). Effl  and, 

Rogers, and Grim’s close examination of the 
quantitative evidence combined with their in-
terviews with women landowners suggests that 
most women regarded land as a resource to be 
kept in the family, although how they acquired 
and used it has varied markedly.

Here we explore the signifi cance of women’s 
ownership of land and the intersections of gen-
der with racial- ethnic stratifi cation. Did land-
ownership shape the life choices that were open 
to women, as it did for men? Could women 
translate land into bargaining power, decision- 
making leverage, and old- age security? Did 
women who held land command respect and 
participate actively in politics? Could landown-
ership help to protect women who belonged 
to vulnerable racial- ethnic groups? Provid-
ing defi nitive answers to these big questions 
would require comprehensive and systemati-
cally comparative research on women’s varied 
and changing relationships to land in diff erent 
racial- ethnic groups. Using an intersectional 
lens, we compare three case studies that, de-
spite the fact that they were undertaken inde-
pendently, when considered together shed light 
on key dimensions of women’s landownership 
in excluded, subordinated, and marginalized 
racial- ethnic groups.

Overview of the Case Studies

In this article, we consider Dakota and 
Scandinavian immigrant women on the Spirit 
Lake Dakota Indian reservation in northeastern 
North Dakota, whom sociologist Karen V. 
Hansen studied, and African American women 
on Brooks Farm in the Yazoo- Mississippi 
Delta, the subject of historian Valerie Grim’s 
research. While this African American 
landowning community is located in the 
South, its history exhibits patterns of Black 

This content downloaded from 
�������������149.10.125.20 on Thu, 03 Feb 2022 13:43:12 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



“Land Was One of the Greatest Gift s” 255

community formation that also existed on the 
Great Plains. Our discovery of the powerful 
themes of economic independence, cultural 
autonomy, and political participation in the 
lives of women in all three groups inspired us 
to bring our cases together.10

We each carried out long- term, multi- 
method research projects that utilized local 
and regional land records, the federal manu-
script censuses of population and agriculture, 
and extensive oral histories. For the Spirit Lake 
Reservation and for Brooks Farm, Hansen and 
Grim developed quantitative data bases of 
landownership, reconstituted family histories, 
and compiled economic histories of individual 

farms.11 To complement these quantitative anal-
yses, we collected personal narratives through 
oral histories, individual and family memoirs, 
and local histories.

Th e Spirit Lake Dakota Indian Reservation 
forms the heart of Hansen’s study of coexistence 
between Native Americans and Scandinavian 
immigrants. Focusing on the period from 1900 
to 1930, when whites were allowed to homestead 
on the reservation, Hansen conducted 35 oral 
history interviews and analyzed another 100 
oral histories collected by both state- sponsored 
and Native American projects. Roughly equal 
numbers of interviews were with men and with 
women; Indians, Scandinavians, and members 

Fig. 1. Map of Devils Lake Region. Th e Spirit Lake Dakota Indian Reservation at the center is bounded by Devils 
Lake to the north and the Sheyenne River to the south. Map drawn by David Deis. Used by permission of Karen 
V. Hansen.
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256 Great Plains Quarterly, summer 2018

Fig. 2. Location of Brooks Farm community. Th e Brooks Farm community encompasses 4,000 acres of farmland 
in the Yazoo- Mississippi Delta region of Mississippi. Source: Economic Research Service, USDA.

of other immigrant and US- born groups were 
all represented.

Th e social history of the Black community in 
the Yazoo- Mississippi Delta, which was found-
ed during the 1920s, has been reconstructed 
by Valerie Grim, a historian and advocate for 
Black farmers who is also a daughter of Brooks 
Farm.12 Most of the families who bought land 

there were linked by kinship, friendship, and 
religious affi  liation. Grim has interviewed forty 
women who live at Brooks Farm or were born 
there and retain close ties with the community.

In analyzing these case studies, we examine 
the diff ering, oft en multiple paths that women 
took to landownership (see Table 1.) Native 
American women had long enjoyed access 
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“Land Was One of the Greatest Gift s” 257

to land that was owned collectively by their 
people, but their historic land base had been 
sharply restricted by their confi nement to res-
ervations. Aft er the US government decided 
to dissolve communal landholding in favor of 
private property, women were allotted land as 
individuals and inherited it from kin. Th e non- 
Native people who initially took land on the 
reservation were homesteaders, many of them 
first-  and second- generation Scandinavian 
immigrants. Single adult women could claim 
homesteads of their own, while single and 
married women could inherit land from their 
parents and widows could inherit land from 
their husbands. Women, single or married, 
could also purchase land on the open market, 
acquiring public land on or off  reservations, 
buying it from Native allottees, or bidding for 
“dead Indian land.”13

Th e families at Brooks Farm, like those in 
other autonomous Black landowning commu-
nities, defi ed the exclusion from landownership 
that was fundamental to the subordination of 
African Americans after Reconstruction.14 
Women and men at Brooks Farm purchased 
land jointly, largely through their years of 
shared labor on the land. Women also inherited 
land from their parents and husbands and held 
onto it for their descendants. Diff ering paths to 

landownership shaped its meanings, uses, and 
potential to confer power on individuals and 
communities.

Dakotas on the Northern Plains

The Native Americans who lived on the 
reservation at Spirit Lake were descended from 
indigenous peoples who had inhabited not 
only this region but also the area that became 
Minnesota. Aft er the US- Dakota War of 1862, 
survivors sought refuge in Dakota Territory 
and Canada. Members of the Siouan- speaking 
Sisseton, Wahpeton, and Ihanktonwanna 
(“Cut- Head” or Yanktonai) bands negotiated a 
treaty in 1867 at Fort Totten, which established 
the approximately 240,000- acre reservation 
that became home to the next generation.

In 1887, with passage of the General Land 
Allotment Act, commonly known as the 
Dawes Act, Congress intended to incorporate 
American Indians into the dominant polit-
ical economy by granting privately owned 
property— allotments— to individuals. The 
law allotted tribal members parcels of land 
on reservations that had formerly belonged 
to their tribe as a whole. Informed by an ide-
alization of the yeoman farmer and a desire 
to take more Indian land, the Dawes Act was 
based on the presumption that enabling indi-
vidual Indians to own 160- acre plots, instead 
of sharing the vast acreages owned collec-
tively by their nation, would encourage them 
to develop farms, learn the logic of private 
property, and assimilate into the agricultural 
economy and US culture.15

Th e federal land legislation sought to trans-
form the gendered division of labor. Historical-
ly, Dakota women had cultivated large gardens; 
now men were to become farmers while wom-
en were supposed to become their domestic 
helpmeets.16

Table 1. Women’s Paths to Landownership

African 
Americans

Dakota 
Sioux

Scandinavians

Allotment X
Homesteading X X X
Purchase X X X
Inheritance X X X
Marriage X X X
Widowhood X X X
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Despite the dominant society’s model of 
women’s subordination, women were includ-
ed as landowners in the division of tribal land 
which began in 1890 at Spirit Lake. Th e Dawes 
Act mandated that each man or woman who 
headed a household be allotted 160 acres. Mar-
ried and single Dakota women were also al-
lotted land but received only half the amount 
allotted to men. Children, like adult women, 
were allotted eighty acres. As landowners, 
women were able to play a central role in the 
defense of their culture in the wake of their 
massive late nineteenth- century dispossession. 
Th ey had the resources to feed their families, 
and they had suffi  cient standing in their per-
sonal, kinship, and community networks to 
participate in vital political struggles.

In recognition of Indians’ lack of familiari-
ty with private property ownership, the Dawes 
Act stipulated that the allotted land be held in 
trust by the US government for twenty- fi ve 
years. Th ereaft er the allottee was to obtain the 
patent— the legal title— to the land. Th e trust 
status of the land stemmed from a paternalistic 
policy intended to prevent land- hungry whites 
from defrauding Indians while they adjusted 
to market- oriented agriculture. Indians whose 
land was held in trust did not enjoy the same 
privileges and responsibilities as non- Indian 
landowners. For example, allottees could not 
take out a mortgage on their property. Nor 
could they sell it. First, they had to petition for 
the patent to the land and prove their fi tness, or 
“competence,” to act independently. Important-
ly, most tribal members were not US citizens 
with full rights and responsibilities.17

A second stage outlined by the Dawes Act 
mandated that the US government negotiate an 
agreement with each tribe that opened unallot-
ted reservation land, deemed “surplus land,” to 
white homesteading.18 At Spirit Lake the tribe 

made this agreement in 1901, and 100,000 acres 
became available to homesteaders starting in 
1904. Reservation land not allotted to Indians 
was claimed by the US as “restored” public 
land. Not only were white settlers able to home-
stead, but later they were able to commute their 
claims. By paying cash directly to the US gov-
ernment they received a patent on it.19

In 1910, when Spirit Lake was fi rst platted, the 
Dakota were the largest group of landowners 
on the reservation. Signifi cantly, 38 percent of 
Dakota landowners were women.20 Th e growing 
scholarship on indigenous landownership tends 
to neglect gender, making this documentation 
of the gendered distribution of land especially 
valuable, although diffi  cult to compare with 
other reservations.21 Dakota women’s rate of 
landholding at Spirit Lake is astonishingly high 
in comparison to that of non- Indian women. 
In her study of homesteading in North Dakota, 
Elaine Lindgren found that women claimed 
between 5 and 20 percent of homesteads in the 
townships she sampled.22 A 1920 study of farms 
rented to tenants found that only 8 percent of 
the owners of North Dakota farms were women 
and the regional average was 16 percent.23 
The proportion of women among Dakota 
landowners was more than double the regional 
average. Although there are no comparable 
data for other reservations, the high rate of 
female landownership at Spirit Lake refl ected 
and reproduced conditions of greater gender 
equality than existed in European American 
society.

While the number of landowners is 
important, so too is the amount of land 
they owned collectively and individually. As 
individuals, Dakotas owned a total of 99,038 
acres in 1910. Among the various racial- ethnic 
groups that owned land aft er the reservation 
was opened to white homesteading, the 
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“Land Was One of the Greatest Gift s” 259

Dakota had, on average, the smallest parcels: 
98.7 acres. This figure is evidence of their 
continued dispossession. While men owned 
larger parcels than women across the region,24 
Dakota women came close to parity with men: 
the parcels they owned averaged 95 percent 
of the amount of land that men owned (95.7 
versus 100.6 acres). Th is relative parity may 
refl ect the consequences of receiving allotments 
and inheriting land in equal numbers. When 
allottees died, their land was divided equally 
among their heirs, men and women alike. Over 
time the disparity between men and women 
narrowed, and Dakota women continued to be 
major land holders in the tribe.25

At Spirit Lake, few Dakotas took up com-
mercial farming; their plots were too small 
and their farms undercapitalized. But most 
women cultivated gardens. As Eunice David-
son put it, “My grandma loved a garden. She 
had ten children so they had to make every 
means so they could make it every year.” Her 
grandmother called her expansive garden “the 
woman’s project” because it was “her domain.” 
She grew corn, potatoes, turnips, radishes, and 
dill. Other women grew cucumbers, carrots, 
beans, rutabagas, and melons.

Alternatively, Indian land could generate 
income through being rented to non- Indian 
farmers, an arrangement often encouraged 
by federal Indian agents. Mary Blackshield, a 
prizewinning baker who cared for her elder-
ly mother, rented land that she had inherited 
from her recently deceased husband, Frank 
Blackshield, to the Knudson family, Norwegian 
farmers on the reservation. She even hosted 
the Knudson’s twelve- year- old son for a week 
when he came to her farm one spring to do the 
plowing.26 Renting had a rationale of its own 
that was consistent with the Dakota’s sense of 
territorial use. It allowed the Dakota to live on a 

portion of the land but to let white farmers cul-
tivate it. Renters would pay with half the crop 
in lieu of cash, or make an annual payment 
aft er the harvest.27 Income from leases could be 
evenly divided among multiple owners. Dakota 
people also used their land and the crops and 
livestock it sustained to generate other sources 
of income, making butter for sale, or harvesting 
and selling “June berries, goose berries, cur-
rents, raspberries, choke cherries, plums. Th ey 
even used to pick dandelions and sell it.”28

Securing land for individuals and families 
was a way of maintaining tribal integrity and 
providing a base for practicing culture and 
extending kinship into the future. Purchasing 
land may not have been common, but Dakota 
women did so when they could aff ord it. Jenny 
Brown Cavanaugh, who was married to a white 
man, continued to accumulate land aft er her 
husband died in 1916, and by 1929 she was the 
largest Dakota landowner on the reservation. 
Like Dakota men, Dakota women were cen-
tral to the process of retaining land within the 
tribe. Th ey were equal participants in claiming 
a home for their children, providing a source 
of regular annual income, and resisting tribal 
dispossession.

Scandinavians on and off  Indian 
Reservations in North Dakota

Aft er the allotment of reservation land to In-
dians, vast expanses of “surplus” land were 
made available to whites at Spirit Lake and 
other reservations. While the Dawes Act out-
lined the terms that applied specifi cally to In-
dian reservations, the Homestead Act of 1862 
set the broad parameters for land- taking. An 
adult could claim 160 acres of land, one quarter 
of a square mile. All homesteaders had to be 
twenty- one years old. A woman had to be sin-
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260 Great Plains Quarterly, summer 2018

gle, that is, widowed, divorced, never married, 
or head of household, while men could be mar-
ried or single. If the homesteader paid a nomi-
nal fee, improved the land by cultivating it, and 
lived on it, aft er three or fi ve years he or she 
could take title.29 Th e foreign- born could claim 
land as long as they declared their intention to 
become naturalized citizens. To prove up and 
take title, they had to have followed through.

Women homesteaded in order to obtain 
the economic foothold that landownership 
off ered. For single immigrant Scandinavian 
women, whose primary occupation in the US 
was domestic service, land- taking off ered a 
unique opportunity.30 Elaine Lindgren found 
that women made an average of 12 percent of 
homestead claims in the nine North Dakota 
counties she surveyed. Th e highest proportions 
of women were in predominantly Norwegian 
counties; for example, 20 percent of claims in 
McKenzie County were made by women.31 In 
North Dakota, where 27.6 percent of the pop-
ulation was foreign- born and an additional 42 
percent had at least one foreign- born parent, 
Norwegians constituted the largest immigrant 
group (29.4 percent of the foreign- born).32

In her investigation of all 7,548 homestead 
claims proved up at the Devils Lake land offi  ce 
up through 1903, Elizabeth Jameson found that 
10 percent were made by women.33 Of women 
homesteaders, 18.8 percent had been born in 
Norway. Variation by county ranged from zero 
to a high in Pierce County, where 41 percent 
of female claimants were Norwegian. Slightly 
more than one- third of all women homestead-
ers registering at the Devils Lake land offi  ce 
were widows. Importantly, Jameson notes that 
some proved up their own claims (80 percent) 
and others proved up claims their late hus-
bands had initiated. Widowed women, regard-
less of age, encountered many obstacles to self- 

suffi  ciency, particularly if raising children, and 
owning a homestead made a real diff erence.

Homesteading off ered a potential investment 
with prospects for long- term productive labor. 
In 1900, 62 percent of employed Scandinavian 
immigrant women worked as laundresses 
or servants, which included work outdoors 
as well as in. Th eir wages were half those of 
men.34 Women’s labor was devalued not only 
because their jobs were sex- segregated, but 
even when they did the same work as men. 
In contrast, when they worked on their own 
land their products brought a price that was 
not gendered. Still, wage labor complemented 
working the land for both women and men.

Were women to marry, they would no lon-
ger be eligible to claim homestead land in their 
own names. As Rebecca Wingo and Richard 
Edwards point out, married men who fi led 
homestead claims depended on their wives’ 
multifaceted reproductive and productive la-
bor in order to be successful, yet the women’s 
names were not on the deeds.35 Having her own 
homestead could enhance a woman’s prospects 
on the marriage market. As Carrie Young in-
sightfully observes in her biography of her 
Norwegian mother, “Homesteading men were 
desperate for wives.”36 Single women with land 
could aff ord to be more choosey than those 
without property. Land served both as a dowry 
and an old- age pension.

When the Spirit Lake Reservation was 
opened to white homesteading in 1904, the high 
concentration of fi rst-  and second- generation 
Scandinavian immigrants, particularly 
Norwegians, in the surrounding counties meant 
that they benefi ted disproportionately.37 By 1910, 
Scandinavians owned some 49,000 acres on the 
reservation. By 1929, they had expanded their 
landholdings to nearly half of the reservation 
and owned more land than the Dakota.
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Scandinavian women were active agents in 
this process. In 1910, 13 percent of Scandinavian 
landowners were women; by 1929, they 
constituted 24 percent. Th rough proving up 
and commuting homestead claims, buying 
privately owned land on the open market, 
and inheriting it, women acquired land and 
eff ectively leveraged it for themselves and their 
kin.38 On average, Scandinavian women owned 
approximately 84 percent as much land as 
Scandinavian men. Th ey were closer to parity 
with men than women in any other European 
American group, although still behind the 
Dakota. With average holdings of 153 acres, 
Scandinavian women owned over 50 percent 
more land than Dakota women and men.39

Unlike non- citizen Dakotas, Scandinavians, 
whether or not they were citizens, could use 
their land as collateral for loans, which were es-
sential to success in an industrializing agricul-
tural economy because they covered expenses 
between harvests and allowed for expansion. 
When Annie Bostrom came to North Dakota 
from Sweden in 1922 she met and married Gust 
A. Berg, a second- generation Swedish Ameri-
can, who had purchased eighty acres of land on 
the reservation near his father’s and brother’s 
homesteads. Although their combined hold-
ings were never very large, they farmed togeth-
er. Th ey had little capital, so they had to borrow 
in order to sustain their operations:

Gust Berg: “We had seed loans and feed 
loans.”
Annie Berg: “And cattle loans.”
Gust Berg: “Yeah, barnyard loans.”
Annie Berg: “And they even come and 
wanted loan on my few chickens out 
there. And I told ’em, ‘You want me, 
too?’ [chuckle] I was young then.”40

Although Annie Berg’s name did not appear 

on the deed to the land, her labors produced 
the assets that generated much- needed cash 
income and, when the bank required a guar-
antee, served as collateral for loans.

Mortgaging land put it at risk and threat-
ened dislocation for Scandinavians in a way it 
did not for the Dakota. If individual Indians 
sold or lost their land, they could still live on 
the reservation. Agnes Greene, a respected 
Dakota elder, refl ected on the diff erence be-
tween the Indians and white homesteaders, 
whom she called “farmers”: “Th e farmers were 
poor too. Th ey didn’t have nothing. And they 
were worse off , because if they didn’t keep up 
their payments, well, the banks took their land 
and they had to get off , go. Where the Indians 
is, they stayed here. Th ey had reservation to 
live on.”41 Agnes Greene captured the ironies 
of landowning on an Indian reservation. Th e 
Dakota had been removed and confi ned to the 
reservation; it was neither their ancient home-
land nor a place they had chosen. Nonetheless, 
they were recognized as entitled to it in a way 
that white settlers were not. Whether or not 
they owned land, Dakotas had a legal right to 
be there. In contrast, Scandinavians had a place 
to live only as long as they could generate a 
living, pay their taxes, and make installments 
on their mortgage. In the event they could not, 
they were compelled to leave.

Landowning opened a door to political 
participation, although for whites it did so 
in a way that diff ered from the tribal power 
exercised by the Dakota. Th e franchise prom-
ised electoral power for Scandinavians, in part 
because they constituted a critical mass in the 
state. In contrast, when Dakotas became cit-
izens, they were fewer in number, and their 
primary political leverage was on the federal 
government, fi ling suits for unmet treaty obli-
gations in federal court.42 For immigrants, the 
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process of becoming a citizen went hand in 
hand with taking land. Th e foreign- born had 
to swear their intention to reside permanently 
in the US, recruit two citizens willing to attest 
to their good moral character, and foreswear 
allegiance to any other nation.43

Between 1910 and 1920, a major social move-
ment in North Dakota sought to reform the ag-
ricultural economy. Building on the long tradi-
tion of farmers’ cooperatives and the American 
Society of Equity, farmers organized against 
those who profi ted from their labor, especially 
the middlemen who controlled the transporta-
tion, storage, and large- scale marketing of farm 
commodities. Th e Nonpartisan League (NPL), 
an agrarian organization founded in 1915, mo-
bilized farmers on the basis of their discontent 
with capitalist agribusiness. When the NPL 
won a plurality in the state legislature in 1916, 
it quickly passed womanhood suff rage and es-
tablished state- run banks and granaries.44

Mamie Larson, a second- generation Nor-
wegian American, grew up in Sheyenne just 
south of the reservation, married a farmer, and 
worked with him in partnership on the land. 
Mamie recalled her activism in the NPL: “I 
fought very hard for that.” When asked if other 
women were active in the League, she replied: 
“Most of them. Th ere was so many that were so 
backward about their language that they didn’t 
like to take part much. . . . But they were very 
helpful when it come to working, see. Very 
much so.” When the interviewer asked if it was 
hard to get women to vote, Mamie exclaimed: 
“No, oh no. . . . Th ey voted all right. Th ey’d go 
to vote . . . when they found it was for their own 
good.”45 Understanding the power of the fran-
chise, women voted their economic interests.

By 1920, when the federal woman’s suff rage 
amendment was ratified, 83 percent of 
Norwegian immigrant women in North Dakota 

had already become naturalized citizens, as 
compared to 52 percent of foreign- born women 
nationally.46 Th e links among homesteading, 
landowning, Norwegian culture, and farmers’ 
mobilization show that women understood 
the relationship between their livelihood and 
exercising their political voice. Moreover, 
like Dakotas, Scandinavians understood the 
importance of land in providing a place to 
practice and perpetuate their culture, speak 
their language, and observe their religion.

At Spirit Lake, Scandinavian women bought 
as well as homesteaded land that had a few 
years before belonged to the Dakota. Th rough 
purchasing public land, buying privately owned 
land, and inheriting land from their husbands, 
women acquired more land and eff ectively lev-
eraged it for themselves and their kin.47

African Americans and Landownership 
in the Rural South

Th e relationship between freedpeople and the 
land on which they and their enslaved fore-
bears had toiled was the fundamental question 
of Reconstruction.48 Black people who cultivat-
ed the land, like many of their white counter-
parts in the North and West, believed implicitly 
that the earth and its fruits belonged to those 
who mixed their labor with the soil to bring 
forth its bounty. Although their demand for 
“40 acres and a mule” was quickly denied lest 
the rights of private property be transgressed, 
ex- slaves still aspired to become independent 
property owners rather than propertyless wage 
laborers on white- owned plantations.49 In the 
political economy of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, rural whites as well 
as Blacks understood that only those who could 
support themselves through their labor, free 
from the control of a landlord or an employ-

This content downloaded from 
�������������149.10.125.20 on Thu, 03 Feb 2022 13:43:12 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



“Land Was One of the Greatest Gift s” 263

er, could exercise and defend their civil rights 
and be recognized as full citizens.50 Th e denial 
of these rights to freedpeople in the South led 
to an economically devastating regime of labor 
exploitation, sharecropping, debt peonage, con-
vict labor, and then to political disfranchise-
ment, the contravention of civil rights, and 
legal segregation.51 Th roughout the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, white su-
premacy was enforced by lynching, rape, and 
other forms of violence and terror.52

Th e existence of communities of Black land-
owners was of profound importance.53 An over-
whelming majority of farmland was controlled 
by whites. Nationally, Black farming families 
owned less than 15 percent of the land, while 80 
percent of the African American rural popula-
tion earned their living from the land prior to 
the 1950s. Th ose African Americans who were 
able to acquire and retain title to land generally 
clustered in small, all- Black communities in the 
interstices between white- owned plantations 
and small towns, oft en on land of marginal 
quality.54 In the South, African Americans pur-
chased land from impoverished whites in tracts 
that they subdivided and sold to relatives and 
friends.55 In contrast to the Dakota and other 
Native Americans, who were consigned to a 
bounded place on the land, African American 
landownership defi ed the racial order.56

African American landholders who gath-
ered together in separate communities were 
better able to defend themselves than those 
who were scattered among whites. Th ey quickly 
established their own churches and schools and 
practiced forms of economic exchange and mu-
tual aid that enabled them to be as independent 
as possible from white control.57

Brooks Farm, located in the Yazoo Delta 
of northern Mississippi, was established as a 
4,000- acre plantation by the combined eff orts 

of a white landowner interested in agricultural 
development and a group of Black families who 
aspired to the dignity and relative autonomy 
that landownership aff orded. Black families at 
Brooks Farm held on to their hard- won legacy. 
As daughters inherited land and wives became 
offi  cially recognized as co- owners with their 
husbands, the proportion of land held in wom-
en’s names rose markedly over time.58 Most 
Brooks Farm women, however, held land that 
was worked cooperatively with or by others in 
their extended family. Widows inherited land 
that their sons and daughters- in- law or daugh-
ters and sons- in- law cultivated; sisters inherit-
ed land that their siblings cultivated. As among 
Dakotas and Scandinavians, the income from 
renting land to non- kin also sustained women 
landowners.59

Black women were full partners in farming 
families. Th e rough equality between men and 
women under conditions of enslavement meant 
that they entered freedom with a common per-
spective.60 As families made a living from the 
land, women’s and men’s work intersected and 
overlapped.61 Th ey understood the importance 
of property ownership in enabling them to 
secure the fruits of their toil. In landowning 
families, wives and daughters worked alongside 
their husbands, fathers, and brothers in the cot-
ton fi elds, as well as doing household chores. 
But they had the freedom to allocate more of 
their land and labor to family subsistence and 
small- scale, market- oriented operations.62 Only 
landownership provided women the space they 
needed to redefi ne gender and to limit white 
oppression, Black male patriarchy, economic 
exploitation, and social dominance.63

Almost every woman at Brooks Farm had 
some sort of income- earning business. Women 
tended poultry fl ocks and sold eggs and chick-
ens; they kept dairy cows and sold milk, butter, 
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and cheese. Others took in laundry, did sew-
ing, or styled hair. Women ran boardinghous-
es, cafes, or small grocery stores, which oft en 
functioned as local exchanges. Women could 
sell their produce for credit, which they used to 
purchase others’ produce as well as staples from 
outside the locality. Cash- saving and income- 
earning activities complemented one another. 
Economists calculated that in landowning fam-
ilies, women’s work yielded at least half their 
household’s real income.64 Th e money earned 
by Brooks Farm women from their home busi-
nesses and off - farm employment was used to 
support the household, so that the farm income 
could be reinvested in the operation.

Women’s integral participation in productive 
labor, coupled with the fl exibility in the gender 
division of labor and the variety of forms of 
income- earning, ensured that men understood 
the value of women’s work and accorded them 
an equal voice in decision making.65 Given 
their equal labor in subsistence and market- 
oriented production, all the women Grim in-
terviewed maintained that regardless of whose 
name was on the deed, the land was as much 
theirs as their husband’s.66 Black women be-
lieved that landownership brought power. Th eir 
quest to own and retain land, both individually 
and jointly with their husbands and sons, must 
be interpreted within the framework of their 
racially gendered position.

Under the regime of white supremacy, ru-
ral Black women were the least protected from 
exploitation and violence. Th e meanings they 
have assigned to landownership extended far 
beyond subsistence to the philosophy that land 
provided the capacity to sustain Black people, 
just as the reservation was signifi cant for the 
continuation of the Dakota. Brooke Farm res-
ident Birdell Vassel put it succinctly:

We did all we could to make a living from 
the land and have it make a living for us, 
and ’cause there was women out here who 
own they own land, farm, stores and busi-
ness, they naturally saw themself in a dif-
ferent light and was good examples to other 
women to follow, so they could understand 
how to operate in a society that like to 
make the man the head and the Black folk 
the bottom.67

While few families were able to survive solely 
by farming, since their acreage was relatively 
small and sometimes of marginal fertility, cul-
tivating their own land gave Black women a 
secure economic foundation, sustaining their 
sense of womanhood and enabling them to 
practice mutual aid.68

Th e landowning community’s relative eco-
nomic independence created a zone of safe-
ty that was critical to active participation in 
political struggle. Histories of the civil rights 
movement in the South highlight the central 
roles played by people who were independent 
of white landlords, employers, and customers.69 
Some people from Brooks Farm participated 
in voter registration drives and the Mississippi 
Freedom Democratic Party, and the communi-
ty served as a refuge for activists suff ering from 
repression. White supremacists had long been 
deterred from intruding into the community 
by the residents’ well- known commitment to 
armed self- defense. Fannie Lou Hamer, from 
nearby Ruleville, spent nights here; so did Black 
and white women organizers from the North. 
From the end of Reconstruction on, rural Af-
rican American women have leveraged their 
landholding into economic independence and 
political clout.70 As with Scandinavians, land-
owning was a critical foundation for political 
activism.
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For rural Black women in the Yazoo- 
Mississippi Delta, land meant the transmission 
of traditions and rituals that built self- respect 
and empowered them to protect themselves 
and their daughters from the sexual advances 
of white males. Brooks Farm women concurred 
that as long as they could earn a living on their 
land, they would not have to work in the homes 
of whites where they were at risk of rape. In 
keeping with the idea of autonomy and dig-
nity, rural Black women at Brooks Farm also 
indicated that landownership enabled them 
to keep their sons focused and out of trouble, 
limiting the risk that they would be arrested 
and sent to the state prison and labor camps.71 
Th ese women have maintained landownership 
as a way of giving their children the freedom 
to make diff erent choices in life.

Th e Power of Landownership

While these in- depth case studies are illustra-
tive of racial- ethnic and geographic variation 
rather than systematically comparative, each 
case takes on greater meaning in relation to 
the others, as Table 2 shows. Where landless-
ness constitutes inequality, landownership by 
women in both dominant and subordinated 
racial- ethnic groups mitigates against their dis-
empowerment. Glenn outlines a useful way of 
approaching these intersections: “Power is seen 
as a simultaneously pervasive and dispersed in 
social relations of all kinds, not just those con-
ventionally thought of as political. Th is point is 
particularly relevant to race and gender, where 
power is lodged in taken- for- granted assump-
tions and practices, takes forms that do not 
involve force or threat of force, and occurs in 
dispersed locations.”72 Women used land as 
a resource to exercise power: in establishing 
cultural autonomy, supporting their economic 

independence, and facilitating their political 
participation. Th ey diff ered, however, in the 
degrees to which they were subject to coercion 
and in the ways they used land to create safety 
for themselves and their communities.

Rural women devoted their eff orts to nur-
turing social networks and to maintaining 
the productive and reproductive capacities 
of their communities, particularly their own 
racial- ethnic groups. For Native Americans 
and new immigrants, land rooted a commu-
nity in a place; it enabled them to speak their 
own language and practice their culture. For 
African Americans, as for Dakotas and Scan-
dinavians, landownership was the single most 
powerful resource that created opportunity for 
women to make decisions that improved not 
only their own lives but those of their children, 
other family members, and the community as 
a whole. Some Brooks Farm women indicated 
that their ownership of land guaranteed the 
education of their children and their ability to 
establish support networks, mutual aid societ-
ies, and home missions to help those in need. 
Land established control over the distribution 
of food and certain aspects of health care, and 
it enabled rural Blacks to raise their standard 
of living.

Th e economic benefi ts land yielded were 
substantial, even if women owned only a few 
acres. Th rough their own labor, they produced 
a subsistence for their families and sometimes a 
surplus for sale or trade. If they were unable to 
cultivate the land themselves, they leased it to 
others to provide an income. Some exchanged 
a farmhouse for a house in town where they 
might make money by taking in lodgers and 
boarders. Widows who inherited a working 
farm would customarily be taken care of by 
adult children or other kin who operated the 
farm in the expectation of eventual inheritance. 
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Land served both as a dowry and an old- age 
pension. All these advantages held special sig-
nifi cance for women within these racial- ethnic 
groups.

Placing women’s landownership in histori-
cal perspective alerts us to the importance of 
property as a form of equity that lends value 
to women’s labor. Not only did landowning 
increase the share of their products that they 
retained, but it also partially exempted them 
from the pervasive devaluation of women’s 
labor in the market. Still, wage labor comple-
mented working the land for both women and 
men. In rural households, women and men 
shared labor in fl exible ways with children and 
their neighbors.

Th e respect, entitlement, and safety that re-

sult from that autonomy had the potential to 
translate into political participation and elec-
toral clout. All groups took collective action 
to defend their ownership of land and their 
control over the produce of their labor. Th ose 
who were US citizens participated in forming 
cooperatives. Th eir political mobilization took 
diverse forms: the movement for tribal auton-
omy; the eff ort to establish an anti- capitalist, 
pro- farmer government through the Nonpar-
tisan League; and the Civil Rights Movement. 
We see women as central to these rural cultures 
and as sustaining as well as being sustained by 
the principles and practices of mutuality at the 
heart of political activism.

Dakotas and African Americans relied on 
the safety that landowning made possible. Th e 

Table 2. Th e Power of Women’s Landownership

Dakota Sioux Scandinavian 
Immigrants

African Americans

Cultural Autonomy
Home place X X X
Decision- making leverage X X X
Kinship and community X X X
Legacy X X X

Economic Independence
Subsistence X X X
Income

from sale of products X X X
from renting land out X X X
from investment X

Collateral
for loans/credit X X
for support in old age X X X

Political Participation
Respect and entitlement X X X
Citizenship and a voice X X X

Safety X X
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accounts of Brooks Farm women reveal the 
complex and deeply racialized meanings of 
land as a social reproductive resource confer-
ring gender power and Black power. Landown-
ership provided the basis for holistic living and 
healing for women whose very existence was 
under constant threat but whose empowerment 
sustained everyone. It enabled Black women 
to secure religious autonomy— the freedom to 
attend church without being forced by white 
landlords to work in the fi elds on Sundays. It 
served as a base of power and a refuge in ad-
versity. In a profound way, holding onto the 
land was an act of communal salvation for both 
Native Americans and African Americans to 
which women were central. Th e threat of land 
loss and dispossession that was so powerful in 
North American Indian history highlights the 
importance of maintaining a space devoted to 
the Dakota. Aft er two generations, the reserva-
tion, a legally bounded place, served to anchor 
them as well as to mark the loss of their histor-
ical way of life.

Land was most valuable to women when 
they labored on it; it did not grant them im-
mediate, visible power. But the consequences 
of its absence point to its importance. Exclu-
sion from the ownership of productive prop-
erty has been a major form of the oppression 
and exploitation of subordinated racial- ethnic 
groups, especially the dispossession of Native 
Americans and the enslavement of African 
Americans. When women did not own land, 
they had fewer options in courtship, in marital 
negotiations, and in ways of making a living. 
In old age they had less security. While many 
landowning women remained poor, women 
who owned land fared better than those who 
did not. Land gave them leverage in relation 
to men in particular racial- ethnic contexts. It 
enabled Dakotas and Scandinavians to prac-

tice their distinct ethnic cultures, and it gave 
Dakotas and African Americans a modicum 
of safety against white assaults.

Conclusions

Landownership was key to mitigating inter-
secting gender and racial- ethnic inequalities. 
Arguably, it did that by placing women in a 
diff erent class position than those who worked 
for others. As they oft en put it, they worked for 
themselves and their families, not for the boss 
or the landlord.

During the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, access to land was fundamen-
tal to rural women’s livelihood and agency. 
Whether Native American, Scandinavian, or 
African American, all these women under-
stood landholding as the foundation for fami-
ly security, political- economic autonomy, and 
cultural continuity. Th ey held onto the land 
they inherited, acquired more land when they 
could, and tried to pass on this legacy to the 
next generation.

Th e South helps to provide a comparative 
context for understanding how women from 
diff erent parts of the country came to the re-
alization that they must also own land to have 
autonomy. These women’s participation in 
landownership reveals similar and very diff er-
ent meanings of autonomy, even though their 
hope was the same: freedom from economic 
oppression and labor dominance.

In a society where a place on the land sig-
nifi es belonging— a principle that was once 
basic to the dominant American political 
economy but now endures mostly among ru-
ral African Americans and Native Americans— 
landownership has been fundamental to cit-
izenship and cultural continuity. Across the 
global South, women’s access to land is still 
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a crucial determinant of their well- being and 
power.73 In the US, it has conferred power on 
women, enhancing the value of their labor 
and serving as a secure base for self, family, 
and community. In rural locales, during and 
even aft er urbanization and industrialization, 
the ownership and control of land is at least as 
important as wage labor in understanding the 
resources that women held and the power they 
exercised. Th e combination of women’s land-
ownership with their labor dynamically altered 
their economic and social circumstances. Th eir 
ownership of property enhanced the value of 
their labor, and their labor transformed the 
land into a productive resource for themselves 
and their community.

Notes
Th e authors wish to thank the Dakota and Scandinavian 
elders who shared their recollections and history with 
Karen V. Hansen and the descendants of the Brooks 
farm community and women and families of the rural 
South for sharing their documents and life stories 
with Valerie Grim. Th eir generous participation has 
helped us understand their meaning of land. We also 
wish to thank Mignon Duff y, Claudia Goldin, Arlie 
Hochschild, and Debra Osnowitz for their insights on 
earlier versions of this article.
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Race and Gender Shaped American Citizenship and 
Labor (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2002), 56– 57.

6. Classic statements of this perspective are 
Leonore Davidoff  and Catherine Hall, Family 
Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle 
Class, 1780– 1850, rev. ed. (London: Routledge, 2002); 
Heidi I. Hartman, “Capitalism, Patriarchy, and Job 
Segregation by Sex,” Signs: Journal of Women in 
Culture and Society 1, no. 3, part 2 (Summer 1976): 
137– 69; Alice Kessler- Harris, In Pursuit of Equity: 
Women, Men, and the Quest for Economic Citizenship 
in 20th Century America (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2001).

7. Scholars of women in developing countries have 
more consistently focused on landownership. See, for 
example, Bina Agarwal, A Field of One’s Own: Gender 
and Land Rights in South Asia (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1994).

8. Anne B. W. Effl  and, Denise M. Rogers, and 
Valerie Grim, “Women as Agricultural Landowners: 
What Do We Know About Th em?” Agricultural His-
tory 67, no. 2 (Spring 1993): 235– 61. All page referenc-
es in this paragraph and the next are to this article.

9. Joan Younger, quoted in Charles F. Geisler, 
Nelson L. Bills, Jack R. Kloppenburg Jr., and William 
F. Waters, Th e Structure of Agricultural Landown-
ership in the United States, 1946 and 1978 (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Agricultural Experiment 
Station, 1983). Th e prevalence of that assumption led 
researchers to lump land that was actually owned 
jointly by husband and wife with land owned solely 
by men. Th e only study that did not subsume wom-
en’s landownership in this manner, a 1979 survey 
conducted by Calvin Jones and Rachel Rosenfeld, 
found that 87 percent of farm women owned some 
land, oft en jointly with their spouses. Calvin Jones 
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and Rachel A. Rosenfeld, American Farm Women: 
Findings from a National Survey (Chicago: National 
Opinion Research Center, 1981).

10. Grey Osterud initially brought us together at 
the Berkshire Conference on the History of Women 
and has helped to develop our comparative analysis.

11. Valerie Grim, “Black Farm Families in the 
Yazoo Mississippi Delta: A Study of the Brooks Farm 
Community, 1920– 1970” (PhD diss., University of 
Iowa, 1990); Karen V. Hansen, Encounter on the Great 
Plains: Scandinavian Settlers and the Dispossession 
of Dakota Indians, 1880– 1930 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013); Karen V. Hansen and Mignon 
Duff y, “Mapping the Dispossession: Scandinavian 
Homesteading at Fort Totten, 1900– 1930,” Great 
Plains Research 18, no. 1 (Spring 2008): 67– 80.

12. For fuller accounts of Grim’s sources and 
methods, see Grim, “Black Farm Families in the 
Yazoo Mississippi Delta”; Valerie Grim, “‘Tryin’ to 
Make Ends Meet’: African American Women’s Work 
on Brooks Farm, 1920– 1970,” in Unrelated Kin: Race 
and Gender in Women’s Personal Narratives, ed. 
Gwen Etter- Lewis and Michele Foster (New York: 
Routledge, 1996), 123– 38.

13. Karen V. Hansen and Samantha Leonard, 
“Homesteading and Land Purchase on Indian 
Reservations: Gender and Immigrant Generation, 
1887– 1934,” unpublished manuscript, 2017.

14. See Edda L. Fields- Black, Deep Roots: Rice 
Farmers in West Africa and the African Diaspora 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008).

15. Frederick E. Hoxie, A Final Promise: Th e Cam-
paign to Assimilate the Indians, 1880– 1920 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1984); Francis Paul 
Prucha, Th e Great Father: Th e United States Gov-
ernment and the American Indians, vol. 2 (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1984).

16. Hoxie, Final Promise; Colette A. Hyman, 
Dakota Women’s Work: Creativity, Culture, and Exile 
(St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2012).

17. Hoxie, Final Promise. Some Dakota tribal 
members at Spirit Lake went through competency 
hearings and became citizens before 1924. Th is pro-
cess was less a function of their gender than of their 
ethnicity, or “bloodedness,” as assessed by the federal 
Indian agent.

18. Prucha, Great Father.
19. Hansen and Leonard, “Homesteading and 

Land Purchase on Indian Reservations.”

20. Hansen, Encounter on the Great Plains; Han-
sen and Duff y, “Mapping the Dispossession.”

21. For useful studies, see Emily Greenwald, 
Reconfi guring the Reservation: Th e Nez Perces, Jicarilla 
Apaches, and the Dawes Act (Albuquerque: Universi-
ty of New Mexico Press, 2002); Melissa L. Meyer, Th e 
White Earth Tragedy: Ethnicity and Dispossession at 
a Minnesota Anishinaabe Reservation (Lincoln: Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press, 1994). Tonia M. Compton, 
“Proper Women/Propertied Women: Federal Land 
Laws and the Gender Order(s) in the Nineteenth- 
Century Imperial American West” (PhD diss., 
University of Nebraska, 2009), fi nds relative parity 
of allotments between men and women on the Nez 
Perce Reservation in Idaho but does not trace the 
process of moving from allotment to landownership.

22. Lindgren, Land in Her Own Name.
23. Howard A. Turner, Th e Ownership of Tenant 

Farms in the North Central States, US Department of 
Agriculture Bulletin 1433 (Washington, DC: Govern-
ment Printing Offi  ce, 1926).

24. Effl  and, Rogers, and Grim, “Women as Agri-
cultural Landowners.”

25. Hansen, Encounter on the Great Plains.
26. Bjorne Knudson, interview by Karen V. 

Hansen (audio recording), Devils Lake, ND, 1999.
27. Knudson, interview.
28. Grace Lambert, interview by Karen V. Hansen 

(audio recording), Fort Totten, ND, 1999.
29. Richard Edwards, Jacob K. Friefeld, and 

Rebecca S. Wingo, Homesteading the Plains: Toward a 
New History (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2017); Lindgren, Land in Her Own Name. Residency 
requirements changed over time.

30. Barbara Handy- Marchello, Women of the 
Northern Plains: Gender and Settlement on the 
Homestead Frontier, 1870– 1930 (St. Paul: Minnesota 
Historical Society Press, 2005).

31. H. Elaine Lindgren, “Ethnic Women 
Homesteading on the Plains of North Dakota,” Great 
Plains Quarterly 9, no. 3 (Summer 1989): 157– 73. Th e 
historiography of women as homesteaders has been 
profoundly shaped by scholars studying multiple 
locales in the West. See Katherine Benton- Cohen, 
“Common Purposes, Worlds Apart: Mexican- 
American, Mormon, and Midwestern Women 
Homesteaders in Cochise County, Arizona,” Western 
Historical Quarterly 36, no. 4 (Winter 2005): 429– 52; 
Dee Garceau, “Single Women Homesteaders and 
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the Meanings of Independence: Places on the Map, 
Places in the Mind,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women 
Studies 15, no. 3 (1995): 1– 26; Sheryll Patterson- Black, 
“Women Homesteaders on the Great Plains Frontier,” 
Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 1, no. 2 (Spring 
1976): 67– 88; Sherry L. Smith, “Single Women 
Homesteaders: Th e Perplexing Case of Elinore Pruitt 
Stewart,” Western Historical Quarterly 22, no. 2 (May 
1991): 163– 83.

32. US Bureau of the Census, Statistical Abstract 
of the United States, 1910. Washington, DC: Govern-
ment Printing Offi  ce, 1911.

33. Elizabeth Jameson, “Land in Th eir Own 
Names: Marital Status, Motives, and Meanings,” 
paper presented at the Western History Association, 
San Diego, CA, 2017. Jameson analyzed 773 home-
stead claims by women, of the total 7,548 registered 
at the Devils Lake land offi  ce by August 20, 1903, 
refl ecting twenty years of operation.

34. Handy- Marchello, Women of the Northern 
Plains.

35. Rebecca S. Wingo and Richard Edwards, “‘Th is 
Is All the Home I Now Have’: Deserted and Widowed 
Homesteaders,” paper presented at the Western His-
tory Association, San Diego, CA, 2017.

36. Carrie Young, Nothing to Do but Stay (Iowa 
City: University of Iowa Press, 1991).

37. For a more detailed analysis, see Karen V. 
Hansen, “Land Taking at Spirit Lake: Th e Competing 
and Converging Logics of Norwegian and Dakota 
Women, 1900– 1930,” in Norwegian- American 
Women: Migration, Communities, Identities, ed. 
Betty Berglund and Lori Ann Lahlum (St. Paul: 
Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2011), 211– 47; 
Karen V. Hansen with Grey Osterud, “Landowning, 
Dispossession, and the Signifi cance of Land among 
Dakota and Scandinavian Women at Spirit Lake, 
1900– 29,” Gender & History 26, no. 1 (April 2014): 
105– 27.

38. Hansen and Duff y, “Mapping the Disposses-
sion”; Hansen, Encounter on the Great Plains. Richard 
Edwards, “To Commute, or Not Commute, the 
Homesteader’s Dilemma,” Great Plains Quarterly 38, 
no. 2 (Spring 2018): 129– 50.

39. Hansen, Encounter on the Great Plains.
40. Gust Berg and Annie Berg, interview by Larry 

Sprunk (audio recording), State Historical Society of 
North Dakota, Bismarck, 1976.

41. Agnes Greene, interview by Karen V. Hansen 
(audio recording), Fort Totten, ND, 1999.

42. Frederick E. Hoxie, Th is Indian Country: 
American Indian Activists and the Place Th ey Made 
(New York: Penguin, 2012).

43. Eileen Bolger, Background History of the 
United States Naturalization Process (Denver: Rocky 
Mountain Regional National Archives and Records 
Administration, 2003).

44. Robert H. Bahmer, “Th e American Society of 
Equity,” Agricultural History 14, no. 1 (January 1940): 
33– 63; Michael J. Lansing, Insurgent Democracy: 
Th e Nonpartisan League in North American Politics 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2016); Robert 
L. Morlan, Political Prairie Fire: Th e Nonpartisan 
League, 1915– 1922 (1955; repr., St. Paul: Minnesota 
Historical Society Press, 1985); Kathleen Moum, “Th e 
Social Origins of the Nonpartisan League,” North 
Dakota History 53 (Winter 1986): 18– 22.

45. Mamie Larson, interview by Robert Carlson 
(audio recording), State Historical Society of North 
Dakota, Bismarck, 1976.

46. Clare Hammonds and Karen V. Hansen, 
“Women’s Citizenship, Political Mobilization, and 
the Nonpartisan League in North Dakota, 1900– 
1925,” paper presented at the Rural Women’s Studies 
Association, Bloomington, IN, 2009.

47. Hansen and Duff y, “Mapping the Disposses-
sion”; Hansen, Encounter on the Great Plains.

48. W. E. B. Du Bois, Black Reconstruction in 
America, 1860– 1880 (New York: Free Press, 1935); Eric 
Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfi nished Revolu-
tion, 1863– 1877 (New York: Harper & Row, 1988).

49. Steven Hahn, A Nation Under Our Feet: Black 
Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery 
to the Great Migration (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2004).

50. James C. Dobb, Th e Most Southern Place on 
Earth: Th e Mississippi Delta and the Roots of Regional 
Identity (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992); 
Jay R. Mandle, Not Slave, Not Free: Th e African 
American Economic Experience since the Civil War 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1992).

51. Stewart E. Tolnay, Th e Bottom Rung: African 
American Family Life on Southern Farms (Urbana: 
University of Illinois Press, 1999).

52. Glenda Gilmore, Gender and Jim Crow: 
Women and the Politics of White Supremacy in North 
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Carolina, 1896– 1920 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1996).

53. See Jess Gilbert and Steve Brown, “Alternative 
Land Reform Proposals in the 1930s: Th e Nashville 
Agrarians and the Southern Tenant Farmers’ Union,” 
Agricultural History 55, no. 4 (October 1981): 351– 69.

54. Th e most comprehensive collection of 
essays is Debra A. Reid and Evan P. Bennett, 
eds., Beyond Forty Acres and a Mule: African 
American Landowning Families since Reconstruction 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2012); see 
especially Debra A. Reid, “Land Ownership across 
the Color Line: African American Farmers in the 
Heartland, 1870s– 1920s,” 155– 78. For more on the 
Great Plains, see Mikal Brotnov Eckstrom and 
Richard Edwards, “Staking Th eir Claim: DeWitty 
and Black Homesteaders in Nebraska,” Great Plains 
Quarterly 38, no. 3 (Summer 2018): 295–317; and 
Jacob K. Friefeld, Mikal Brotnov Eckstrom, and 
Richard Edwards, “Black Homesteaders on the 
Great Plains: A Survey,” Great Plains Quarterly 
(forthcoming).

55. Studies of other African American landowning 
communities in the South include Fields- Black, 
Deep Roots; Elizabeth Rauh Bethel, Promiseland: A 
Century of Life in a Negro Community (Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1981); William Lynwood 
Montell, Th e Saga of Coe Ridge (Knoxville: 
University of Tennessee Press, 1970). Works on Black 
communities in the Great Plains include Nell Irvin 
Painter, Exodusters: Black Migration to Kansas aft er 
Reconstruction (New York: Knopf, 1976); Joseph 
V. Hickey, “‘Pap’ Singleton’s Dunlap Colony Relief 
Agencies and the Failure of a Black Settlement in 
Eastern Kansas,” Great Plains Quarterly 11, no. 1 
(Winter 1991): 23– 36; Daniel Chu Shaw and Bill 
Shaw, Going Home to Nicodemus: Th e Story of an 
African American Frontier Town and the Pioneers 
Who Settled It (Morristown, NJ: J. Messner, 1994); 
Claire O’Brien, “‘With One Mighty Pull’: Interracial 
Town Boosting in Nicodemus, Kansas,” Great Plains 
Quarterly 16, no. 2 (Spring 1996): 117– 30; Tonia M. 
Compton, “Challenging Imperial Expectations: 
Black and White Female Homesteaders in Kansas,” 
Great Plains Quarterly 33, no. 1 (Winter 2013): 49– 68; 
Rachel Wolters, “As Migrants and as Immigrants: 
African Americans Search for Land and Liberty in 
the Great Plains, 1890– 1912,” Great Plains Quarterly 

35, no. 4 (Fall 2015): 333– 55. For articles and primary 
documents, see Quintard Taylor and Shirley Ann 
Wilson Moore, eds., African American Women 
Confront the West, 1600– 2000 (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 2003), especially “Willianna 
Hickman’s Nicodemus Narrative,” “Homesteading 
on the Plains: Th e Ava Speese Day Story,” and “Kate 
Chaplin Describes Blacks in Yankton, Dakota 
Territory.”

56. W. E. B. Du Bois, Th e Souls of Black Folk 
(Chicago: A. C. McClurg, 1903). On the exclusion of 
African Americans from homesteading on the public 
lands of the post– Civil War South, a right to which 
they were in principle entitled by federal law, see 
Richard Edwards, “Th e Southern Homestead Act,” 
Great Plains Quarterly (forthcoming).

57. Du Bois, Souls of Black Folk; Valerie Grim, 
“History Shared through Memory: Th e Establish-
ment and Implementation of Education in the 
Brooks Farm Community, 1920– 1957,” Oral History 
Review 23, no. 1 (Summer 1996): 1– 18.

58. During the 1920s, women’s names appeared on 
only four deeds at Brooks Farm, while eight did so 
during the 1930s and twelve in the 1940s. By the 1950s 
as many as twenty women’s names appeared as land-
owners. Women’s names were also given on records 
of mortgages and sales of land.

59. Valerie Grim and Anne B. W. Effl  and, “Sus-
taining a Rural Black Farming Community in the 
South: A Portrait of Brooks Farm, Mississippi,” Rural 
Development Perspectives 12, no. 3 (June 1997): 45– 52.

60. Deborah Gray White, Ar’n’t I a Woman? 
Female Slaves in the Cotton South, rev. ed. (New York: 
W. W. Norton, 1999).

61. Charles S. Johnson, Shadow of the Plantation 
(1934; repr., ACLS History E-book Project, 2006); 
Arthur F. Raper, Preface to Peasantry: A Tale of Two 
Black Counties, rev. ed. (Columbia: University of 
South Carolina Press, 2000); Hortense Powdermaker, 
Aft er Freedom: A Cultural Study in the Deep South 
(1939; repr., ALCS Humanities E-book Project, 2005). 
All ACLS e-book editions, including Shadow of the 
Plantation and Aft er Freedom, are available via print 
on demand (POD).

62. Ruth Alice Allen, Th e Labor of Women in the 
Production of Cotton (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 1931); Jacqueline Jones, Labor of Love, Labor 
of Sorrow: Black Women, Work, and the Family from 
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Slavery to the Present, 2nd ed. (New York: Basic 
Books, 2009).

63. R. Douglas Hurt, American Agriculture: A 
Brief History (Ames: Iowa University Press, 1994); 
Melissa Walker and Rebecca Sharpless, eds., Work, 
Family, and Faith: Rural Southern Women in the 
Twentieth Century (Columbia: University of Missouri 
Press, 2006).

64. Dorothy Dickins, What the Farm Women Can 
Do to Improve the Economic Status of Her Family, 
Mississippi Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin 
346 (1940).

65. Grim, “‘Tryin’ to Make Ends Meet’”; Valerie 
Grim, “From the Yazoo Mississippi Delta to the 
Urban Communities of the Midwest: Conversations 
with Rural African American Women,” Frontiers: A 
Journal of Women Studies 22, no. 1 (2001): 126– 44; 
Valerie Grim, “African American Rural Culture, 
1900– 1950,” in African American Life in the Rural 
South, 1900– 1950, ed. Douglas Hurt (Columbia: 
University of Missouri Press, 2003), 124– 40; Valerie 
Grim, “‘Just One Kind’ of Southern Womanist 
Aesthetics: Ways Rural Black Women Established 
and Practiced a Culture of Self-Empowerment in the 
pre–Civil Rights South,” Black Diaspora Review 4, no. 
2 (Summer 2014): 41– 76.

66. Frances Walker- Morris, interview by Valerie 
Grim, Drew, Mississippi, 1989.

67. Birdell Vassel, interview by Valerie Grim, 
Minter City, Mississippi, 1987, quoted in Grim, “‘Tr-
yin’ to Make Ends Meet,’” 126– 27.

68. Robert D. Bell, An Economic Study of Farms 
Operated by Negro Farmers in Claiborne, Mississippi, 
Mississippi Agricultural Experiment Station, Bulletin 
10 (1952); Robert D. Bell, Progress Report on Organi-
zation of Negro Owner Operated Farms in Northeast 

Mississippi, Mississippi Agricultural Experiment 
Station, Bulletin 11 (1953).

69. Frederick M. Wirt, “We Ain’t What We Was”: 
Civil Rights in the New South (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 1997); Sharon D. Wright Austin, 
Th e Transformation of Plantation Politics: Black 
Politics, Concentrated Poverty, and Social Capital 
in the Mississippi Delta (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 2006); Spencer D. Wood, “Th e 
Roots of Black Power: Land, Civil Society, and the 
State in the Mississippi Delta, 1935– 1968” (PhD diss., 
University of Wisconsin, Madison, 2006); Mark 
Schultz, Th e Rural Face of White Supremacy: Beyond 
Jim Crow (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2005); 
Veronica L. Womack, “Black Power in the Alabama 
Black Belt to the 1970s,” in Beyond Forty Acres and 
a Mule, ed. Reid and Bennett, 231– 53; Carmen V. 
Harris, “‘You’re Just Like a Mule, You Don’t Know 
Your Own Strength’: Rural South Carolina Blacks 
and the Emergence of the Civil Rights Struggle,” in 
Beyond Forty Acres and a Mule, ed. Reid and Bennett, 
254– 70; Valerie Grim, “Between Forty Acres and a 
Class Action Lawsuit: Black Famers, Civil Rights, and 
Protest against the U.S. Department of Agriculture,” 
in Reid and Bennett, Beyond Forty Acres and a Mule, 
271– 96.

70. Grim, “African American Rural Culture.”
71. Kenneth Andrews, Freedom Is a Constant 

Struggle: Th e Mississippi Civil Rights Movement and 
Its Legacy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2004); Talitha L. LeFlouria, Chained in Silence: Black 
Women and Convict Labor in the New South (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016).

72. Glenn, Unequal Freedom, 16.
73. Agarwal, A Field of One’s Own.
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