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The historical contributions of American Indian and pioneer women and the ex-

periences of modern women in education, family planning, development and the electoraJ 

process were topics of a two-day International Women's Year Conference this week at 

the University of Minnesota. 

Speaking to about 150 women, Rhoda Gilman, supervisor of research for the Minne-

sota Historical Society, said the Indians' desire to trade for European goods had 

altered their way of life and the role of Indian women long before European settlers 

came in contact with them. 

As pressures for trade increased, the hunting done by the men took on even more 

importance, Gilman said, while the efforts of the women working the land took second 

place. 

Pioneer t'l7omen, Gilman said, were expected to share in the work of farm produc-

tion and also to bear the numerous children needed to operate the farm. Organizations 

such as the Grange~ which admitted women to membership in 1867, helped free them from 

the severe isolation of the prairie farms. Women were active in the efforts to im-

prove the lot of the farmer, Gilman said. 

The idea that women should pursue higher education, or would even want to, was 

debated in the 1800's, according to Gretchen Kreuter, coordinator of women's studies 

at St. Olaf College. 

"Women's intelligence, creativity and leadership abilities were ignored," 

Kreuter said. It was feared that women would suffer from brain fever and would crack 

under the pressure of getting an education. 

"But one educator worried about the fact that women were getting more than their 

share of academic honors, 11 she said. 
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The fears about educating Homen ~lent one step farther, according to Sheila 

Tobias, associate provost at Wesleyan University. It was claimed that with education~ 

the life force of a woman would be directed to her brain rather than her ovaries. 

Even when the objections to women going on to higher education declined, Tobias 

said, ~10men were directed toward "non-market skills." 

Today, Tobias said, many capable women have a fear of success. "There is the 

belief that it is inappropriate for women to be brilliant," she said. 

Efforts to educate women in developing countries also face criticism, according 

to Nira Long, coordinator for women in development with the Agency for International 

Development. 

':It is argued that it would raise their expectations," she said. 

In the area of agricultural education, Long said, AID program planners have now 

realized that while such education programs have traditionally been provided for the 

men, it is often the women who are engaged in the actual farming effort. 

Pamela Veerhusen, of the national staff of Planned Parenthood, said ~torldwide 

efforts at family planning are being directed to\vard ensuring that every woman has 

the basic right to control her own fertility. 

~'But in telling a woman she should not have a child every year, you must also 

offer alternatives for use of her time and energy," Veerhusen said. 

Closing speaker for the conference was Ruth Clusen, national president of the 

League of Women Voters. 

Clusen said women worldwide face many barriers to participation in the electoral 

process, including education, income and property-ownership requirements. 

While the number of women in politics in the United States is lower than in many 

other countries, she said, other countries are envious of the influence and strength 

of U.S. voluntary citizens' groups. 
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