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Our American democracy is ever-changing — with every generation, every election, and every time we choose to vote 
and raise our voices. It lives and is reborn at the ballot box, on the streets, in meeting houses, and in our homes.

Voices & Votes: Democracy in America is a traveling exhibition from the Smithsonian Institution that explores the 
action, reaction, vision, and revision that democracy demands as Americans continue to question how to shape 
our country. 

Voices & Votes will tour Utah in 2026-2027 as part of our commemoration of the United States’ Semiquincentennial. 
Along the way, Utahns will have the opportunity to learn about the bold American experiment of a government 
run by and for the people, to consider the influences that shaped its early days and changes in the 250 years 
since, and finally, to understand how the Beehive State fits into this important national story.
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An essay by Katherine Kitterman

Democracy requires participation. How will you use your voice?

The year 2026 marks 250 years since the signing 
of the Declaration of Independence and the 

beginnings of the American experiment in self-
government. Over the two and a half centuries since 
1776, our democracy has continued to evolve beyond 
the experiences and predictions of its framers. The 
United States stretches across the North American 
continent – and beyond – and contains multiple 
layers of government in each of its 50 states and 14 
territories. There are also 574 federally recognized 
American Indian tribes and Alaska Native villages in 

Two hundred fifty years ago, Americans embarked on 
an experiment to create a government “of, by and for the 
people.” Each generation since has used their voices to 
shape our collective efforts to form “a more perfect union.”AMERICA

THE

THAT IS
EXPERIMENT

“Remember the 4th” holiday banner, 1860s. The Fourth of July was celebrated in 
tribute to the founding principles of equality and liberty and revolutionary ideals of 
democracy. Courtesy National Museum of American History. 
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the United States, each with unique ways of governing, 
locating power, and relating to local, state, and federal 
governments. Our food, language, and culture reflect 
not only these Indigenous roots, but the influence of 
immigrants from every corner of the globe. One thing 
has been constant – the inherent tension caused by 
the push and pull, vision and revision that democracy 
requires as Americans continue to debate how to 
shape our country. 

By design, our democracy is always changing. 
Although Utah was not part of the British empire 
in 1776 or the new United States that formed soon 
afterward, Utahns have been participants in the 
American experiment for more than 175 years. Our 
long and contentious history as a US territory has 
shaped our political culture and brought many Utahns 
to deeply cherish the rights and liberties we enjoy 
as citizens. Each generation faces new challenges 
and opportunities, and we re-shape our country in 
the ways we each use our voices at the ballot box, in 
meeting houses, and everywhere decisions are made 
that affect our communities. Persuasion, action, and 
reaction make up the heart of democracy.

In the 18th century, it took a great leap of faith for 
American revolutionaries to establish a government 
that located sovereignty in the people, rather than 
their ruler. The British colonists had inherited a 
system ruled by kings, aristocrats, and the wealthy. 
In creating a government that derived its power 
from “we, the people,” they upended the world as 
they knew it. But this experiment also raised big 
questions: who really counts as “we, the people”? 
Should representative government truly represent 
the interests of common men and women? Can it? 
How can “the people” make their voices heard and 
whose voices will be the loudest? Each generation 
since the 1776 Revolution has debated these 
questions and answered them differently.

The United States Constitution created the structure of 
our government when it was ratified in 1788, but many 
important questions remained to be worked out in 
practice through the push and pull of the democratic 
process. These questions included what would 
become of slavery, who could vote in elections for 
public office, who was considered a citizen (and who 
could become a citizen) of the United States, and how 
to balance federal and state power. Some of these 
questions have been clarified through a centuries-
long evolution of law and policy, and some led to civil 
war. Americans are still wrestling with many of these 
big questions today as we commemorate the 250th 
anniversary of our nation.

Where Does Utah Fit?

Thirty-seven states have joined the Union since the 
Constitution’s ratification. Utah is a relative newcomer, 
having become the 45th state in 1896, just over 125 
years ago. But the United States was not the first 
government established on this land we now call Utah. 

“Colorado, Utah, New Mexico, and Arizona” by Warner and Beers (Utah detail), 
c1874. Courtesy Special Collections and Archives, Cline Library, Northern Arizona 
University.

“Congress operated under the principle that all 
states should be created equal. There was one 
exception to that, and that was Utah because 
Utah was Mormon, and Congress didn’t trust 
the Mormons.” 
– Mark Stein, historian, 2009 
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Utah has been a cultural and social 
crossroads for centuries. Before a single 

European explorer, trapper, or trader set 
foot in the Great Basin or on the Colorado 
Plateau, Native American communities 
thrived across the region’s fertile valleys, arid 
deserts, and high mountains. They followed 
well-traveled routes that supported long 
distance trade and connected seasonal 
harvests of game, plant-based foods, and 
crucial resources. Then Spanish traders 
arrived in the southwest during the mid-
1500s and began pushing north from New 
Mexico, flouting a policy set down by the 
Spanish colonial government in Santa Fe 
that prohibited commerce with the Utes. 
However, fears about the possibility of 
California falling into the hands of the 
Russians and British (who threatened to 
move down the Pacific Coast from Alaska 
and Oregon), helped reverse Spanish policy. 
Soon New Mexico’s governors were sending 
explorers north to find a path from Santa Fe 
to the new colony of California.
	 In 1776, the same year the Declaration of 
Independence was signed in Philadelphia, 
a group of Spanish-speaking explorers 
entered present-day Utah Valley. Led by 
two Franciscan friars named Francisco 
Dominguez and Silvestre Vélez de Escalante, 
the expedition left Santa Fe in July. By the 
time they reached what is now western 
Colorado, they had recruited twelve other 
explorers to join them. Two Utes (members 
of the Timpanogos band who lived on the 
shores of Utah Lake) agreed to guide the 

expedition to Utah Valley. 
They followed a centuries-
old Indigenous trail from 
Colorado that took them 
near what is now Dinosaur 
National Monument, up the 
Strawberry River, and down 
Spanish Fork Canyon.
	 On September 23rd, 
the expedition climbed a 
hill near the present-day 
Spanish Oaks Golf Course 
and took in a panoramic 
view of Utah Valley below, 
with Ute villages along 
the lake and rivers and 
a bountiful fishery. The 
friars thought Utah Valley 
would be an excellent 
place for an agricultural 
mission colony. Intending 
to push on to California, 
the Spaniards recruited a 
new Timpanogos guide 
and turned southwest. Near 
present-day Milford, their 
guide left them and an early 
October storm had them 
marching through snow. 
Near present-day Cedar 

City, they decided to turn 
back to New Mexico.
	 The Dominguez-
Escalante Expedition 
illuminates the competing 
claims people made to the 
land we now know as Utah. 
The territory remained on 
the northern fringe of New 
Spain. After Mexico gained 
its independence in 1821, 
a robust and lucrative trade 
network developed along 
the “Old Spanish Trail,” 
which followed much of 
Dominguez and Escalante’s 
route. Utah was at the center 
of this violent trade, in 
which Ute and New Mexican 
traders exchanged enslaved 
Indigenous children, horses, 
weapons, and furs between 
Los Angeles and Santa Fe. 
However, the missions of 
New Mexico and California 
never extended into 
Utah. The first large-scale 
European colonization 
came with the arrival of 
Mormon settlers in 1847.

Lee Greene Richards (with assistance from Gordon Cope, Waldo Midgley, and Henry Rasmussen), 
Father Escalante Discovers Utah Lake, 1776, Utah State Capitol rotunda, Salt Lake City, Utah, c1930. 
Have you ever thought about the language often used when talking about the European settlement of 
North America? Do you think the Spanish “discovered” a place where Native Americans had lived for 
generations? Courtesy State of Utah Collections, Utah Division of Arts & Museums.

Two hundred fifty years ago, the land we 
know as Utah formed the borderlands 
between the Northern Shoshone, Goshute, 
Paiute, Ute, and Navajo Indigenous nations 
and the Spanish Empire.

Crossroads of the West



George E. Anderson, Statehood Queen Matilda “Tillie” Houtz, Springville, Utah, 
1896. Utah became the 45th state on January 4, 1896. Courtesy L. Tom Perry 
Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University. 

C.J. Rudd, “Mormon Elder-Berry—Out with His Six-Year-Olds, Who Take After Their 
Mothers,” Life magazine, April 28, 1904. Opponents of Mormonism often argued 
that the “foreign” practice of polygamy and immigration of converts from across 
the globe made Mormons both un-American and non-white. Courtesy J. Willard 
Marriott Library, University of Utah.
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Many Indigenous nations have made their homes here 
for millennia, each with their own governing practices 
based on various models of authority and decision-
making. As Europeans explored and colonized North 
America, the Spanish Empire laid claim to this region by 
the mid-1500s, the distant boundary of a vast territory 
that reached from South America northward to the 
Great Basin. Then in 1821, this land became part of 
Mexico when it gained independence from Spain.

When Euro-American members of The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS or Mormon) 
began arriving in the Great Basin region in 1847, they 
were attempting to flee the United States and find a 
place to practice their religion in peace. But with the 
conclusion of the Mexican-American War in 1848, 
Mexico ceded vast swaths of the American West to 
the US government. This land officially became a US 
territory as part of the Compromise of 1850, and the 
people in it became part of the American empire, with 
Mormon colonizers displacing Indigenous nations as 
the United States expanded westward.

But the US federal government viewed both Utah’s 
Native American and Mormon inhabitants as 
suspicious outsiders. Many elements of Mormon life 
and practice seemed antithetical to the ways in which 
other Americans defined themselves in the mid-
19th century. Both culturally and politically, Mormon 
communitarian values, polygamy, and governance 
by LDS Church authority were deemed as threats to 
democratic government. And opponents marked 
Mormons as degenerate and non-white through 
racialized tropes and anti-immigrant rhetoric.

Federal oversight of Utah stretched across the 19th 
century. During the Civil War in 1862, US Army 
Colonel Patrick Connor and his California militia 
established Fort Douglas on the east bench above 
Salt Lake City, as much to watch over Utah’s residents 
as to guard the transcontinental telegraph and 
overland mail. After the war’s end, Latter-day Saints 
remained a target of the federal government’s efforts 
to “Americanize” the West during Reconstruction and 

“All political power is inherent in the people; and all 
free governments are founded on their authority 

for their equal protection and benefit, and they 
have the right to alter or reform their government 

as the public welfare may require.”  
– Utah Constitution Article 1, Section 2, adopted January 4, 1896



Statehood Day, Latter-day Saint Tabernacle, Temple Square, Salt Lake CIty, Utah, January 1976. This celebration commemorated both the Bicentennial of the American Revolution and 
80 years of Utah statehood. Courtesy Utah Historical Society.
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beyond. For instance, federal and military officials 
encouraged exploration for mineral wealth, hoping 
that the immigration of non-Mormons for the mining 
and railroad industries could dilute Utah’s Mormon 
population. However, fundamental tensions remained. 
Congress rejected six attempts at Utah statehood 
between 1849 and 1887, enacting increasingly 
forceful measures to make Utah, and especially its 
Mormon inhabitants, more “fit” for the Union.

These tensions were important factors in Utah’s 
political development and the ways in which Utahns 
participated in democracy. Equally important 
were the tensions many Mormons felt between 
maintaining their own separate religious community 
and integrating more fully into mainstream American 
culture and politics. Over the past 175 years, conflicts 
between Utahns and the federal government have 
played out as the push and pull of the democratic 

process – through lobbying, legislating, lawsuits, and 
more. Utah pioneered women’s suffrage and gained a 
prominent, though complicated, place in the national 
women’s rights movement. Utah’s growing economic 
interdependence led to greater cooperation and 
political alignment with the rest of the United 
States. And even today, Americans are constantly 
renegotiating the balance between federal and state 
power as different issues come to the fore.

Our history of conflict and compromise gives Utahns 
a unique perspective as we look back on 250 years of 
American democracy. Our current political landscape 
and our contemporary strengths and challenges 
have been shaped by the voices and votes of the 
generations before us. We each have an opportunity 
to participate in the democratic process as we 
continue creating our country together through 
negotiation, adjustment, conflict, and compromise.
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Voting is the most basic element of democracy, 
and Utah’s history of voting and elections is 

both unique and typical for the United States. As the 
first place where women citizens cast ballots under 
an equal suffrage law in 1870, Utah pioneered an 
expansion of rights that extended whose voices were 
represented in government. That history highlights 
the persuasion, action, and reaction that make up the 
heart of democracy. And as the second-to-last state 
to lift voting restrictions on Native American residents 
in 1957, Utah’s history underscores the fundamental 
challenges that many Americans have faced and 
continue to face in making their voices heard through 
the democratic process.

But that was not the only way voting could have 
developed in America. New Jersey was an exception 
that highlights the cycles of expansion and backlash 
in regard to the franchise. New Jersey’s state 
constitution, adopted in 1776, stated that “inhabitants 
worth 50 pounds” could vote in elections, without 
specifying their race or gender. This and subsequent 
voting laws using “he or she” pronouns opened the 
door for some Black men and unmarried women to 
register and vote in the early years of the republic 
(married women could not legally own property). 
However, as competition between the emerging 
political parties increased and accusations of voter 
fraud grew, the Federalists who controlled the state 
legislature came to believe that women’s votes 
benefitted the Democratic-Republicans and that it 
would be in their interest to disenfranchise those on the 
political margins. In 1807, New Jersey passed a new 
state law specifying that voters must be white men.

Still, the language of the Revolution and its focus 
on God-given natural rights had created a moment 
of political possibility that would not be forgotten. 
Americans who were barred from the ballot box 
continued trying to make their voices heard in 
government. For example, many colonial women had 
taken greater public roles during the Revolution by 
participating in crowd actions to protest British rule 
such as boycotting tea and imports, spinning cloth, 
and threatening tax collectors.

In the early years of the Republic, so-called “female 
politicians” cooked at political events, wore party 
colors and symbols, and continued taking active roles 
at outdoor rallies and gatherings. Some explicitly 
attempted to assert their right to vote. John Adams 

Voting is at the heart of the democratic process. 
Expanding the vote in Utah has required negotiation, 
adjustments, and at times contentious struggles.IS 

YOUR VOICE

YOUR VOTE

“We can not have free 
government without elections…”  

– Abraham Lincoln, 1864

Voting Expansions and Backlash

During and after the Revolution, Americans debated 
who should have a vote in their new government. The 
US Constitution left the administration of elections 
to the states, which set their own qualifications for 
voters. Despite revolutionary calls for “no taxation 
without representation,” most states continued 
colonial traditions by restricting voting rights to 
white, propertied men, under the belief that these 
voters had more of a stake in society and would not 
be easily manipulated. Only about 50-70% of free 
white men owned enough property to qualify as 
voters at that time.



David Koch, Seraph Young Voting, Utah State Capitol House of Representatives chamber, 2007. This mural depicts Seraph Young casting her vote in Salt Lake City’s 1870 
municipal election, marking the first time women in the United States voted under an equal suffrage law. Courtesy of the artist. 
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even recalled that Eleanor Parke Custis, a relative of 
George Washington, rode to the polls in 1797 and 
demanded her rightful ballot as an unmarried female 
property owner.

But by the 1820s, the push and pull of ideas brought 
backlash against women’s political participation. Amid 
rising partisan tensions, violence in Congress, and the 
real threat of civil war, many Americans pushed back 
against women’s open political participation. At the 
same time, the advocacy of war veterans and other 
men frustrated by taxation without representation built 
popular support for removing property requirements 
from voting. This wave of democracy expanded voting 
rights to “universal” suffrage for white men by 1856.

Universal white male suffrage did not put an end 
to debates over the basic questions at the heart 
of representative government, which continued 
to animate political life in America. The question 
of whether and how to live up to the promises of 
equality in the nation’s founding documents fueled 
negotiation, adjustment, and at times contentious 
struggles over access to political power. Voting rights 

have remained a contested issue for the entirety 
of our nation’s history because expanding political 
participation requires changing existing power 
structures, prompting ongoing debates about who 
should have a voice in government.

Utah history demonstrates that struggle. When Utah 
Territory came under the jurisdiction of the United 
States in 1850, its organic law limited voting to white 
male citizens age 21 and older. But by 1870, the 
territory would be at the forefront of expanding voting 
rights by extending the ballot to women citizens.

Women’s Voting Rights in Utah

The women’s suffrage story played out in Utah in three 
unique ways. First, it happened very early, as Utah 
women gained suffrage twice before 1900 and had 
already been voting for 42 years before the ratification 
of the 19th Amendment in 1920. Second, the 
movement was complicated by the Mormon practice 
of polygamy. The conflict between Latter-day Saints in 
Utah and the federal government over the “Mormon 
Question” threatened Utah women’s voting rights and 
complicated their position in the national women’s 



Indignation Meeting, an artist’s imagination from Frank Leslie’s Weekly, May 31, 
1879. Courtesy Collection of The New York Historical Society.
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rights movement. Finally, Utah men largely supported 
suffrage for women. Unlike the experience in most 
other states and territories, Utah suffragists were not 
focusing their efforts on convincing local men to share 
power as much as they were fighting to defend their 
vote against external interference.

Several factors placed Utah at the nexus of debates 
over women’s suffrage after the Civil War. During the 
Reconstruction period that followed the war, Congress 
used its power to reshape American society in both 
the South and the West. The Republican Party’s focus 
on eradicating polygamy, one of the planks in its 
original platform, led to increasingly strong proposals 
for anti-polygamy legislation.

The growing national suffrage movement intersected 
with the anti-polygamy movement in its search for 
a toehold. Frustrated by their defeat in the first-ever 
statewide suffrage referendum in Kansas in 1867, 
suffragists looked for pathways to the franchise that 
could not be blocked by state legislators or male 
voters. National leaders including Susan B. Anthony 
began lobbying Congress to enact women’s suffrage 
in the territories, especially in Utah, where they argued 
that women’s votes could potentially lead to the end of 
polygamy by changing the balance of political power.

When Congress considered this legislation but failed 
to pass it, Utahns took up the conversation about 
women’s voting rights. Leading Mormon women took 
to the political stage by organizing women-only mass 
meetings in early 1870, gathering almost 20,000 women 
across the territory to speak in protest against anti-
polygamy legislation and attracting national publicity. 

Feeling misrepresented in the national debates about 
their plight, they aimed to show Americans that they 
defended polygamy and could speak for themselves 
as articulate and savvy political actors.

They also demonstrated to Mormon men that they 
could be powerful political partners. In the largest 
mass meeting in Salt Lake City, speaker Eleanor Pratt 
stated her pride in seeing Latter-day Saint women 
“rise and express themselves concerning their rights.” 
And in fact, the organizers of these meetings had also 
decided to “demand” the vote from the government. 
They never made a public demand, but their indirect 
strategy worked: Mormon leaders opined in the 
Deseret News that “if the wish is to try the experiment 
of giving females the right to vote in the Republic, we 
know of no place where the experiment can be so 
safely tried as in this Territory. Our ladies can prove to 
the world that…women can be enfranchised without 
running wild or becoming unsexed,” and expressed 
confidence that Utah women’s votes would not 
overturn the social order. Utah’s territorial legislature 
unanimously passed a law extending suffrage to 
women citizens in February 1870, convincing Utah’s 
non-Mormon acting governor to sign it into law.

On February 14, 1870, 23-year-old schoolteacher 
Seraph Young and about 25 other women cast ballots 
in Salt Lake City’s municipal election, becoming the 
first women to vote in the United States under an 
equal suffrage law. Hundreds more voted in municipal 
elections that spring, and thousands participated in 
the Territory’s general election on August 1. Although 
Wyoming Territory had passed a suffrage law earlier, in 
December 1869, its first elections under the new law 
were not held until September 6, 1870, giving Utah 
women the distinction of voting first.

“It will not be denied that the Mormon women 
have both brains and tongues. Some of 
the speeches give evidence that in general 
knowledge, in logic, and in rhetoric the so-called 
degraded ladies of Mormondom are quite equal 
to the women’s rights women of the East.”  
– New York Herald, January 23, 1870 



Seraph Young, c1865. Courtesy Church History Library, Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints.
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Defending Utah Women’s Votes

Almost immediately, Utah women’s voting rights 
became a political football in the conflict between 
Latter-day Saints and the federal government over 
polygamy. When it became clear that Mormon 
women’s votes were not upending Utah’s political 
power structure but strengthening it, members 
of Congress began introducing legislation to 
disenfranchise them. Utah’s minority party, the 
Liberals, published attacks on women voters and filed 
numerous lawsuits attempting to overturn women’s 
suffrage. In response, Utah’s suffrage movement grew 
as women organized to defend their access to the 
ballot in the 1870s and 1880s.

National women’s rights leaders were divided over 
whether to work with polygamous women, but Utahns 
such as Emmeline B. Wells, editor of the semi-monthly 
LDS women’s newspaper The Woman’s Exponent, 
forged strong ties with Susan B. Anthony and her 
National Woman Suffrage Association (NWSA) by 
joining petition campaigns for a federal suffrage 
amendment. While Anthony always disavowed 
polygamy, she welcomed Mormon suffragists into the 
national movement, inviting them to speak at national 
conventions and leading the NWSA in fighting 
attempts to disenfranchise them. She also aided Utah 
suffragists’ lobbying efforts to protect their right to 
vote (but not their polygamous marriages). 

As Utah women defended their suffrage rights, 
they claimed citizens’ rights of free speech and free 
religious exercise and sought to demonstrate that 
the sky had not fallen when women began voting in 
the territory. They countered arguments that Mormon 
women were too manipulable, emotional, or stupid to 
vote and asserted that their presence at the polls had 
an elevating effect on the voting process.

This suffrage battle is indicative of the intensive 
debates, action, and reaction that have always 
accompanied the expansion of rights in American 
history. The backlash against Mormon women’s voting 
rights in Utah was the strongest and most sustained, 
but reversals also happened elsewhere in the push 
and pull of democracy. When federal troops left the 
South in 1877 at the end of Reconstruction, many 
states violated the 15th Amendment’s extension of the 
franchise to Black men by instituting poll taxes, literacy 
tests, grandfather clauses, and other discriminatory 
restrictions. For women, Wyoming’s territorial 
legislature came within one vote of repealing its 
women’s suffrage law just one year after passing it. 
And after Washington Territory extended suffrage 
to women, territorial courts struck the law down in 
response to lawsuits in both 1883 and 1888.

Still, Utahns were the only group of women to 
have their voting rights taken away by the federal 
government. Despite suffragists’ intensive petitioning 
and lobbying efforts, Congress eventually passed 
two anti-polygamy bills that included anti-suffrage 
measures. The Edmunds Act of 1882 barred both 
male and female polygamists in Utah from voting. 

“Now that we were granted the right of suffrage, 
[I] openly declare [my]self a woman’s rights 

woman, and call upon those who would do so to 
back [me] up.”  

– Sarah M. Kimball, Utah suffragist and 15th Ward  
	 LDS Relief Society president, 1870 



Western suffragists, including Utahns Martha Hughes Cannon, Emily S. Richards, Sarah M. Kimball, and Emmeline B. Wells, pose with national suffrage leaders Susan B. Anthony 
and Anna Howard Shaw at the 1895 Rocky Mountain Suffrage Convention in Salt Lake City. Courtesy Utah Historical Society.
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Then the Edmunds-Tucker Act of 1887 revoked Utah’s 
women’s suffrage law altogether.

This defeat galvanized Utah’s suffrage movement, as 
women across the territory built stronger relationships 
with national leaders and Utah men in order to regain 
the right to vote. The Woman Suffrage Association 
(WSA) of Utah, an affiliate of the NWSA, focused on 
ensuring equal suffrage would be included in the 
state constitution when Utah joined the Union. In at 
least 51 chapters across 21 Utah counties, women 
and men joined together to discuss civics, debate 
political policies, share news of the national suffrage 
movement, and plan fundraisers and events to cement 
support for suffrage into Utah’s political culture. For 
example, in Beaver, the WSA drove a carriage in the 
Pioneer Day parade adorned with “Equal Suffrage” 
and “Equal Rights” banners. In Sanpete County, 
suffragists held balls on presidents’ birthdays to raise 
funds and remind community members that women 

were an important part of the fabric of political life. 
Mormon and non-Mormon women worked together 
in these WSAs after the LDS Church’s 1890 Manifesto 
announced the official end of polygamy.

Ahead of Utah’s 1895 constitutional convention, Utah 
suffragists lobbied to secure pro-suffrage planks in 
both the Democratic and Republican party platforms. 
They also visited each of the 107 male delegates to 
ensure their support for an equal suffrage clause in the 
new state constitution. They packed the convention 
hall and mounted a widespread petition drive when 
some delegates began to argue for postponing 
suffrage so as not to jeopardize statehood. After 
delegates approved a state constitution securing 
women’s equal voting rights, the National American 
Woman Suffrage Association (NAWSA) held a regional 
convention in Salt Lake City to highlight Utah women’s 
successful organizing and discuss how to use those 
strategies in other states.



“Equal Rights” banner, Beaver County Woman Suffrage Association, c1892. Suffragists decorated their Pioneer Day parade entry with this and similar banners. Courtesy L. Tom 
Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University. 

11

Advocating for a Federal Amendment

When Utah entered the Union in January 1896, it 
became just the third equal suffrage state in the 
nation. With statehood secure and political office 
open to women for the first time, 14 women won 
elections to state and county offices in that first year. 
Utah suffragists continued organizing and advocating 
for the stronger protections of a federal suffrage 
amendment, because they had experienced the 
weakness of legislative suffrage extensions. Utah had 
the highest per-capita membership in the NAWSA by 
far, three times higher than the next state, and Utahns 
always outperformed their NAWSA assignments for 
petition signatures and fundraising. Two Utah women 
even participated in the first-ever protests at the White 
House as Silent Sentinels advocating for a federal 
suffrage amendment.

Utah women’s early advances paved the way for 
the 19th Amendment to the US Constitution, which 
would prohibit states and the federal government 
from denying citizens the right to vote based on their 
sex. Leaders like Dr. Martha Hughes Cannon, the first 
woman state senator in the United States, had testified 
to congressional committees about the positive effects 
of women’s suffrage. It did not hurt that Dr. Cannon 
had become a national sensation for her acclaimed 
speech at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893 and 
garnered further publicity by defeating her husband in 
the 1896 election for state senate.

By the time the 19th Amendment became law in 
1920, eighteen Utah women had won election to the 
state legislature and more than 120 to county offices. 
Utahns also boasted five generations of voting women 
who had gained deep experience as participants in 
the political process in the half-century since 1870.

Utah suffragists including Hannah S. Lapish, Emmeline B. Wells, Senator Reed Smoot, Lily C. Wolstenhome, Elizabeth Hayward, Margaret Zane Cherdron, and Lucy A. Clark with 
National Woman’s Party leaders outside the Hotel Utah, Salt Lake City, August 1915. Utah suffragists worked with the NWP to harness the power of voting women in the West to 
support a federal suffrage amendment. Courtesy Library of Congress.
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As just the second all-female 
town council in US history, 

these five women served from 
1912 to 1914 while raising a 
collective 36 children, three of 
whom were born during their 
time in office. After a two year 
term, some of the women’s 
supporters claimed that they had 
done more for Kanab than all 
the previous boards combined. 
Mayor Chamberlain noted that 
prior to the women’s election, 
most of the town residents did 
not even know who the members 
of the board were. In contrast, she 
asserted, even Kanab’s children 
know all the names of their town 
leadership, who were discussed 
“in every home for good or ill.”
	 Mayor Chamberlain and 
her council passed several 
ordinances to bring order to 

their growing town. To protect 
local merchants, they increased 
the license fee for travelling 
salespeople. They prohibited 
the use of slingshots in town to 
protect birds, and passed laws 
to prevent cattle, horses, and 
stray dogs from running loose. 
They charged a board of health 
with inspecting stockyards for 
cleanliness, and imposed fines on 
anyone who let waste water run 
down the streets. The cemetery 
was surveyed, bridges were 
built over town ditches, and a 
large dike was constructed to 
protect the town from flooding. 
They even declared September 
12, 1912, as “Stink Weed Day” 
and awarded prizes for the best 
weed-pulling clean-up jobs.
	 The town council shouldered 
the responsibility for protecting 

Kanab Town Council 

Kanab’s morals as well. They 
outlawed horse races, foot races, 
ball games, and all other “noisy 
sports” on the Sabbath. They also 
made Kanab a “dry” community 
with a strict anti-liquor ordinance, 
in keeping with the national trend 
toward temperance.
	 The council faced opposition 
in their own homes and within the 
town during their service. When 
many men refused to pay the fine 
for stray cows, the women hired 
a city marshal to collect. But they 
went through seven marshals 
during their term because men 
kept resigning after being teased 
for working under women.
	 When urged to run again, 
the women declared, “When 
everyone else in town has had a 
trial, we’ll take another turn.”

Members of the Town Board, Kanab, Utah, c1912-1914. From L to R: Luella McAllister, Blanche Hamblin, Mayor Mary W. 
Chamberlain, Tamar Hamblin, and Ada Seegmiller. Courtesy Utah Historical Society.

Women in the southern Utah 
town of Kanab made history 
– and a difference – in 1911, 
when Mayor Mary Woolley 
Chamberlain and four others 
won an election to form an 
all-woman town council. While 
initially nominated for the ballot 
as a joke, they took the job 
seriously and showed women’s 
capacity for leadership in local 
government.



Marie Victor casts her ballot in a Ute Tribal election for Corporation board 
members, with Jasper Cuch serving as election judge, 1950. Courtesy J. Willard 
Marriott Library, University of Utah.
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Utah’s suffrage story is just one example of how 
Americans have grappled with questions of who 

should be able to vote and whether voting should be 
made easier or harder. The push and pull over access 
to the ballot is a major theme that has characterized 
our democratic experiment over the past 250 years. 
Utah’s story in regard to accessing the polls is also 
unique.

Several factors can make it difficult for Utahns to 
actually get out and vote, including long distances 
from polling places in rural counties, physical 
accessibility for those with disabilities, address and 
residency requirements, ballot language, and the 
voting process itself.

Native American Voting Rights

Native American voting rights have been a particularly 
thorny issue in Utah history because they combine 
so many challenges with a history of discrimination in 
policy and practice. Unlike its pioneering experience 
with women’s suffrage, Utah was one of the last states 
in the nation to extend equal voting rights to all 
Native Americans. Because Native Americans were 
not considered citizens under the Constitution from 
1788 until the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924, their 
access to voting rights varied based on specific tribes’ 
treaty status and other considerations under the 
1887 Dawes Act. For example, Yankton Sioux activist 
Zitkála-Šá voted while living in Vernal, Utah in the early 
1900s under Utah’s women’s suffrage law. But for most 
Native Americans in Utah, access to registration and 
voting has been complicated by the push and pull of 
federal policy as well as issues of federal recognition 
or termination of tribal governments.

Federal policies that broke up reservation lands 
into individual allotments and encouraged Native 
Americans to assimilate into Anglo-American culture 
blurred the lines of whether Native people were 
subject to state or federal jurisdiction. Congress 
asserted federal jurisdiction over reservations and 
their residents in Utah’s Enabling Act of 1894. In 
1897, the new state of Utah passed a law stating that 
residents of reservations did not meet the residency 
requirements for voting.

Securing the right to vote is one thing, but keeping it is 
another. Deciding who can actually cast a ballot and how is 
a question that Utahns fight about even today.

 
ACCESSING

THE VOTE
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Utah’s law was interpreted differently in legal 
opinions over several decades as federal Indian 
policy evolved. When federal policy shifted toward 
limited tribal self-government after 1924, states across 
the West enacted or enforced laws treating Native 
Americans differently than other US citizens. In 1956, 
World War II veteran Preston Allen, a Whiteriver Ute 
living in Altonah, Utah, was denied a ballot despite 
having participated as a registered voter in previous 
elections. Duchesne County Clerk Porter Merrell 
based this denial on the Utah’s Attorney General’s 
recent opinion relating to the 1897 residency law, 
which determined federal reservations were not within 
the territorial limits of Utah. 

This opinion caused whiplash in state policy toward 
Native American voters. In 1940, a previous Utah 
Attorney General had given an opinion that due to 
shifts in federal policy, Utah’s residency definition 
should be changed to allow Native Americans on 
reservations to vote. Although Utah’s residency law 
remained on the books, this opinion had encouraged 
county clerks to allow reservation residents, including 
Preston Allen, to vote between 1940 and 1956.

Allen brought a lawsuit against the Duchesne County 
Clerk and lost at the state Supreme Court, which 
upheld the 1897 residency law. Only after the US 
Supreme Court agreed to hear Allen’s appeal did the 
Utah Legislature unanimously amend the residency 

requirement. This change in law made Utah the 
second-to-last state to lift restrictions on reservation 
residents’ suffrage. 

Unfortunately, it did not solve all of the voting 
accessibility issues for Native Americans in rural Utah, 
who continued to face economic, geographic, and 
cultural headwinds. Issues have persisted in many 
counties. For example, in San Juan County, Indigenous 
residents comprise half of the population but no 
Indigenous person won election to a seat on the 
county commission until 1986.

When elected officials in Utah have not been responsive, 
Native American voters have used the Voting Rights 
Act of 1965 by bringing lawsuits in federal courts to 
gain greater access to the polls. In San Juan County for 
example, Native American residents have brought suits 
to enforce federal protections requiring equal access 
at polling places, language assistance for voters, and 
redistricting after each US census.

Voter Participation in Utah

Utahns continue to grapple with questions about 
whether we should make it easier or harder to 
vote, with opinions varying based on how we view 
ourselves and our neighbors. Although most Utahns 

Preston Allen, c1940. Allen was a World War II veteran who served in the US 
Army and ranched at Altonah, Utah. As a member of the Ute Tribe living on the 
reservation, Allen was denied a ballot and sued for the right to vote in 1956. 
Courtesy FamilySearch. 

“Nearly 62% of eligible Native voters in Utah 
are not registered, and turnout is between 
32% and 41% as of 2020.”
– Kyler Wakefield, historian, 2023

Voter Participation Rate 1960-2024
Percent voting= total voting/registered voters

Data source: Utah Lt. Governor’s Office Historical Election Results
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believe voting is important, we have high numbers 
of eligible citizens who are not registered to vote. 
Additionally, the way Utah’s political parties choose to 
run elections can create barriers for participation. For 
example, the caucus system and closed Republican 
Party primaries mean that a small number of voters are 
actually participating in the elections to select general 
election candidates. Utahns have debated alternate 
pathways to the ballot, such as the signature-gathering 
approach currently allowed under state law, in order 
to make elections more reflective of the views of a 
larger number of citizens. Supporters point out how 
this can lead to an increase in voter participation. 

The participation rate among registered voters has 
generally risen in Utah since 2000, growing from 
nearly 70% that year to nearly 90% in 2020. But 
looking at voter participation among the voting-
eligible population, whether or not they are registered 
to vote, tells a different story. In 1980, more than 60% 
of Utah citizens over the age of 18 cast ballots, about 
10 points above the national average. That proportion 
has fallen over time and Utah is now below the 
national average on this measure. This suggests that 
although Utahns who are registered to vote are very 
likely to participate in elections, a large number of 
eligible voters remain unregistered. One study found 
that in 2022, just under 62% of Utah’s voting age 
population was actually registered to vote.

Utahns voted in record numbers in the presidential 
election of 2020, with 90% of active voters casting 

ballots, beating the previous voter turnout record of 
89.6% set in 1964. The number of voters in 2020, 1.5 
million, was higher than the total number of registered 
voters in 2018, pointing to the successful efforts of 
groups like the League of Women Voters in getting 
more eligible Utahns registered to vote.

Vote-by-Mail in Utah

One way many Americans have advocated for 
increasing access to voting is instituting vote-by-mail. 
Absentee voting was first used in the United States 
for Union soldiers during the Civil War, then again 
during both World Wars, and Americans were allowed 
to request absentee ballots for specific reasons in the 
20th century. California was the first to allow any voter 
to request an absentee ballot without stating a reason 
in 1978, and Oregon was the first to hold an all-mail 
election in 1996.

Utah’s experience with voting by mail began in 
2004 as advocates sought ways to increase voter 
participation. In 2012, the legislature passed a law 
allowing counties to conduct elections entirely by 
mail, and in 2016, twenty-one of Utah’s 29 counties 
did so. Many Utahns said they preferred voting by 
mail because they could cast more informed votes 
by taking time to research candidates and issues on 
their ballots. They also appreciated not having to 
rearrange schedules and spend time in long lines to 
cast their ballots in person on election day. Vote-by-
mail counties saw higher voter participation rates than 
non-vote-by-mail counties, and in the 2018 midterm 
elections, 90% of Utahns who voted cast their ballots 
by mail. Research at Brigham Young University showed 
that vote-by-mail significantly increased voter turnout, 
especially for municipal elections and off-cycle races.

A 2020 Utah law made vote-by-mail the default for 
every county, with protected in-person voting options, 
and 93% of votes were cast by mail. This made 
Utah one of eight vote-by-mail states, and the only 
Republican-led state in the group. But backlash over 
the results of the 2020 presidential election led to calls 
from Republicans to change voting practices.

In 2025, the Utah legislature acted to restrict vote-by-
mail and phase it out as the default method. Legislators 
cited a need to restore public trust in elections, despite 
polling from Utah’s conservative-leaning Sutherland 
Institute in early 2025 showing that 87% of Utahns were 

Voter Participation Based on Eligible Population 
1980-2014

National Average	     Utah

Data source: Utah Lt. Governor’s Office and US Elections Project, University of Florida



With distance, language, and other 
issues still complicating voting access 

for Utah’s Native American residents, more 
work is needed to ensure all US citizens 
have equal access to the ballot. Voter 
registration efforts on the Navajo Nation 
in Utah’s San Juan County discovered that 
as many as 18% of Indigenous voters in 
the county were registered in the wrong 
precinct in 2018. Many roads on the Navajo 
Nation do not have numbered addresses 
or official street names, so homes on 
these roads lack a physical address. Many 
residents use PO boxes, but PO boxes 
are not an acceptable address for voter 
registration, creating additional barriers for 
eligible voters.
	 New technology offered a solution for 
citizens to more fully claim their right to vote. 
Google developed Plus Codes in 2015 and 
mapped them in a grid across the globe. 
Plus Codes are unique strings of numbers 
and letters based on latitude and longitude, 
so they can identify a precise location in 
areas without named or numbered roads. 
	 Navajo Nation officials and tribal 
chapters in Utah agreed to a partnership 
with the Rural Utah Project (RUP) and 
Google on a Rural Addressing Program 

Making Votes Count

ensure Indigenous votes 
are counted in southeastern 
Utah. But the benefits reach 
far beyond voting. Plus 
Codes have also improved 
emergency services and 
opened up access to at-
home medical treatment and 
package deliveries. 
	 RUP Field Organizer 
Dalene Redhorse noted:  
“A lot of people say, ‘my vote 
don’t matter, nobody counts.’ 
But that first year after I went 
out, we had 1,600 new voters. 
There was an article [written] 
and that gave me proof  
to go back and tell people, 
‘look, they did count you  
new voters!’.”

Dalene Redhorse, a field organizer for the Rural Utah Project, hangs a Plus Code sign on a Navajo Nation 
home south of Bluff, Utah, October 2019. Courtesy Stewardship Utah.

Native American voters in rural Utah face 
an uphill battle to make their voices heard 
in government. Here is an innovative ap-
proach to creating solutions.
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that assigned Plus Codes 
to homes on the Utah side 
of the Navajo Nation (they 
later expanded to Arizona 
as well). Navajo-speaking 
field organizers visited 5,500 
buildings identified through 
satellite imagery and county 
databases, giving residents a 
Plus Code address sign and 
helping them register to vote 
using that address.
	 Despite the disruptions 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Rural Addressing Program 
assigned Plus Codes to over 
2,900 homes for over 7,000 
people by 2020, registering 
more than 2,000 new voters. 
This improved accuracy in 
voter registration helps to 



Voting by mail, Millcreek, Utah, 2020. Courtesy L. Silvestrini.
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confident their votes were being counted accurately. 
The new law will require Utahns to opt in every eight 
years to receive their ballots in the mail, beginning 
in 2029. It also changed rules about ballots that are 
mailed shortly before the election, stipulating that 
ballots must be received, not just postmarked, by 
Election Day to be counted. County clerks from both 
parties have warned that these changes will make 
voting harder for Utahns and lead to lower turnout. 

Gerrymandering

Even when citizens are able to cast ballots, their votes 
can have less power depending on how electoral 
districts are drawn. The term “gerrymander” refers 
to Massachusetts Governor Elbridge Gerry, who 
strategically drew voting districts in his state to 
dilute the voting power of his rival Federalist party 
in 1812. The practice remains common today as 
many state legislatures draw districts in ways that 
can affect the influence of different groups of voters. 
These strategies may involve spreading a group’s 
voters across multiple districts or concentrating 
them into a small number of districts, which can 
reduce competitiveness and alter how effectively 
voter preferences are represented. Questions about 

redistricting and the fairness of district boundaries 
have been subjects of national debate ahead of the 
2026 midterm elections and a current issue in Utah.

In 2018, Utah voters passed a ballot initiative to 
prevent partisan gerrymandering by establishing 
a Utah Independent Redistricting Commission. 
Proposition 4 gave this commission the authority to 
propose new electoral districts after each US census 
based on party-neutral criteria. It also specified 
procedures for how the state legislature would 
consider and select district maps. Following the 2020 
census, the Utah Legislature repealed this law and 
drew their own maps, prompting a lawsuit by a group 
of individual Utah voters, the League of Women 
Voters of Utah, and Mormon Women for Ethical 
Government. They argued that the legislature did 
not have the power to revoke a law passed by voters 
and that its selected maps violated Proposition 4. 
The courts agreed that the provisions in Proposition 
4 should be upheld and ordered a new map to be 
used for the 2026 election. While the court case and 
its broader legal and political implications continue 
to develop, the ruling marks a pivotal moment in 
Utah’s ongoing debate over redistricting and who 
gets to shape the state’s electoral landscape. 



“Today is the election day for county and 
some territorial officers and there is such an 

excitement…At evening bonfires were kindled 
all down the principal streets and such 

shouting and hurrahing and such a noise it 
was really almost deafening – to me it was a 

sort of pandemonium.”
– Emmeline B. Wells, suffrage leader, 1891
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Despite the Founders’ concerns about the dangers 
of factions, organized political parties quickly 

became the force driving political participation in the 
early United States. But 19th century Utah differed 
from this practice. When Utah became a territory in 
1850, there were no organized political parties, and 
leaders of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints selected the list of candidates. Votes in the 
territorial legislature were often unanimous. Utah’s 
political machinery evolved over time to become 
more similar to the rest of the nation in both the 
mechanics of elections and Utahns’ motivations to 
get out and vote.

Political Parties in Utah Territory

The social and economic changes that swept Utah 
Territory after the Civil War led to the development 
of two uniquely local political parties in 1870. More 
non-Mormons had migrated to the territory during 
that time to find work on the railroad, in the mines, 
or as owners of businesses that catered to these 

industries. Latter-day Saints benefited financially 
from these ventures, but also strove to insulate 
their Church-driven cooperative economic efforts 
from them. But some Latter-day Saints – known as 
Godbeites – challenged the cooperative economics 
stressed by LDS Church President Brigham Young 
in his efforts to counter the changes brought by the 
1869 completion of the Transcontinental Railroad.

These Godbeite challengers joined forces with the 
growing number of non-Mormon business leaders, 
miners, and railroad workers to oppose the LDS 
Church’s dominance in political affairs. Tired of being 
shut out of political decisions, they decided to form 
the Liberal Party in early 1870 to compete for votes. 
Church members responded by forming the People’s 
Party, an ironic reference to the Godbeites’ published 
plans to create a party “for the people.” The first 
election in Utah that offered a choice of parties and 
candidates was Salt Lake City’s municipal election 
on February 14, 1870 – the same election in which 
Utah women first voted. Aside from the participation 
of women, the state’s two new parties made Utah’s 
elections much more like the competitive races that 
took place in the rest of the nation.

The Liberal and People’s parties shaped Utah political 
life along religious lines for more than two decades, 
until Utahns joined the national political parties in the 
early 1890s as a precursor to of statehood. 

Voting in Territorial Utah

Election Day in the late 19th century United States 
was often a raucous and rowdy affair. Candidates 
gave stump speeches, bands played outside polling 
places, party organizations served food and often 

Utah’s political culture has not always 
been a monolith.
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alcohol, and the spectacle frequently ended with 
bonfires and gunfire at night. Many arguments 
against women’s suffrage nationally in this era 
centered on the seeming impropriety of women 
entering a space characterized by such unladylike 
behavior. In Utah’s first general election held with 
women’s suffrage, on August 1, 1870, some polling 
places provided a separate entrance for female 
voters, but this practice did not continue. Woman’s 
Exponent editor and suffragist Emmeline B. Wells 
noted the “general stir and excitement” surrounding 
election days and mentioned riding past City Hall to 
see the caricatures displayed on wagons in the 1888 
municipal election. 

Casting a vote in territorial Utah, similar to the rest of 
the United States, meant choosing a party ticket to 
place in the ballot box. The term “straight-ticket voting” 
comes from this practice, although voters could cross 
out or replace names if they chose to split their votes 
across party lines. In this system, votes were not very 
secret as election officials and observers could see 
which ticket voters had selected. As residents of a 
territory, Utah women and men voted for local offices 
and the territorial legislature, but they could not vote 
for US president because territories do not have votes 
in the Electoral College. Utahns did elect a (non-voting) 
territorial delegate to Congress, but their governors 
were appointed by the US president.

The People’s Party dominated elections in territorial 
Utah until the disenfranchisement of polygamists 
(1882) and women (1887) allowed the Liberal Party 
to win city elections in Ogden and Salt Lake City, 
as well as one-third of the seats in the legislature in 
1891. But with statehood appearing on the horizon 
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in the early 1890s, Utah leaders saw a need to align 
with the national parties to help convince Congress 
that Utah was ready for admission. Many also hoped 
to bury the hatchet of past divisions by disbanding 
the old parties, with what the local Republican party 
organizers described as “their dead issues, their 
narrow fields of discussion, and their memories of 
social and political bitterness.” 

“At the Polls,” Harper’s Weekly, November 7, 1857. Election days in the US were 
known for being raucous and sometimes violent. Courtesy Library of Congress.

Weber County People’s Party ticket for the general election of 1894. Courtesy 
Stewart Library Special Collections, Weber State University. 



Vernal mayor Les Miracle shakes hands with Utah Senator Frank “Ted” Moss, who was the last Democrat to represent Utah in the US Senate, c1960. Used by permission of the 
Uintah County Library Regional History Center.

This sample ballot was printed in the Salt Lake Herald, October 25, 1896 ahead of 
Utah’s first election using secret ballots. Courtesy Utah Digital Newspapers.

20

Some myths about the history of voting in Utah have 
persisted into the present. The popular narrative 
about LDS Church leaders splitting congregations 
into Democrats and Republicans in the 1890s is a 
myth that is not supported by historical evidence. 
As both the People’s and Liberal Party dissolved, 
church leaders encouraged members to follow 
their consciences into the national parties. Most 
Mormons naturally favored Democrats, because it 
was congressional Republicans who had led anti-
polygamy crusades and blocked Utah statehood 
for decades. But members of the LDS Church’s First 
Presidency, several apostles, and prominent suffragist 
and Woman’s Exponent editor Emmeline B. Wells 
joined the Republicans. To encourage parity, church 
leaders gave permission for Republican church 
officials to organize local Republican clubs when 
traveling on church business. Even so, prominent 
Mormon leaders who ran as Republicans lost most 
elections in the 1890s and in the first state elections 
of 1896.

Voting After Statehood

After statehood, Utahns relished the opportunity 
to make their voices heard and exert influence 
on national questions and issues by voting for 
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Reva Beck Bosone 
was Utah’s first 

Congresswoman and 
the first Utah woman 
elected as a judge. She 
earned a law degree from 
the University of Utah 
Law School in 1930 due 
in part to her mother’s 
inspiration: “A country is 
no better than its laws – if 
you want to serve all of 
the people, go where the 
laws are made.” Bosone’s 
interest in public service 
included lawmaking – 
she served in the state 
legislature for two terms 
– but also educating 
and encouraging others 
to get involved in the 
process. While serving 
as a Salt Lake City judge, 
she hosted a 15-minute 
radio show called Her 
Honor, the Judge about 
the legal issues at play in 
the city, and later hosted 
a television show titled 
It’s a Woman’s World, 
focused on contemporary 
issues. Bosone won 
election to the US House 
of Representatives as a 
Democrat in 1948 and 
served for two terms.
	 In 1950, Congress-

woman Bosone’s 
challenger was well-
known political organizer 
Ivy Baker Priest. Priest’s 
political involvement in 
the Republican Party was 
inspired by her mother’s 
political involvement in 
the mining towns where 
she grew up. Serving 
in the state party and 
as a national delegate, 
she gained a reputation 
as a strong organizer, 
which propelled her to 
candidacy in the only 
Congressional campaign 
that year between two 
women. Although Bosone 
carried the election, 
Priest’s candidacy raised 
her national profile, and 
her success in turning out 
the vote for Eisenhower 
led him to appoint her as 
US Treasurer in 1953.
	 Comparing Priest’s 
and Bosone’s campaign 
materials from different 
years highlights the 
ways in which both 
women addressed their 
gender to persuade 
voters to cast ballots 
in their favor. Bosone’s 
campaign poster from an 
unsuccessful bid for City 

Reva Beck Bosone and 
Ivy Baker Priest

Commissioner in 1935 read: “A woman candidate! 
Yes, a woman. A woman who battled for human 
rights when strong men faltered and failed.” 
After addressing the elephant in the room and 
implying that Bosone was stronger than men, the 
poster emphasized her educational and political 
accomplishments, highlighting her resume and 
qualifications rather than her personal life. 
	 In contrast, Priest’s campaign flyer from 1950 
identified her by her relationships as a daughter, 
mother, worker, and descendant of “pioneer stock.” 
This approach implied that her roles as a miner’s 
daughter and someone who had worked their way 
through the ranks made her a “true representative” 
of the people of Utah. Highlighting her values 
rather than her resume might have been a strategic 
choice because she had fewer impressive job titles 
than Congresswoman Bosone, but it could also 
be seen as an attempt to argue why this woman 
deserved men’s votes without stating it so explicitly.
	 In the years since Congresswoman Bosone’s 
service, Utah has sent four other women to the 
US House of Representatives and has elected just 
three women to statewide office. But Utah women’s 
representation in elected office reached a high 
point in early 2025, comprising nearly 30% of our 
state legislature (behind the national average of 
34%) and 40% of statewide executive office (ahead 
of the 31.6% national average). The numbers vary 
greatly for county and city office but are at a high 
statewide with 31% of city council members and 
nearly 23% of mayors. And nearly one-third of 
Utah’s cities have councils with 50% women.

Reva Beck Bosone campaign poster, 1935. Ivy Baker Priest campaign literature, 1950. 
Courtesy J. Willard Marriott Library, University of Utah. 

The 1950 election for Utah’s Second Congressional 
District attracted widespread attention as the only 
congressional race in the country that year between 
two women.
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JoAnne Watrous and Marilyn Halliday try out a new mechanical lever voting 
machine, six of which were used in the Salt Lake municipal elections of 1955. Salt 
Lake Tribune collection, courtesy Utah Historical Society.

President and members of Congress. As the new 
state integrated into the national political parties 
and campaign apparatuses, Utahns began to sport 
campaign items such as buttons for president. 
And they also lobbied the state government for 
funding and initiatives that were important to them. 
For example, Utah women pressured lawmakers 
to address several issues after they regained the 
vote in 1896, like raising the age of consent to 18, 
appointing women to state boards, and funding 
community-building projects such as public libraries 
and a state art institute.

Utah adopted the “Australian ballot,” or secret 
ballot, with statehood, which listed all parties and 
candidates on a single ballot and afforded more 
privacy in casting a vote. Especially as Utahns could 
now vote for US president, excitement grew and 
voter turnout was very high. Campaigns increasingly 
included door-to-door canvassing. For example, 
in 1896 the Women’s Silver Club organized its 
members to knock doors in the hopes of increasing 
votes for free silver presidential candidate Wiliam 
Jennings Bryan. In that same year, the Salt Lake 
County Republican committee reimbursed both 
white and Black women for their services including 
stenography, door-to-door canvassing, and renting 
meeting spaces for political rallies.

After statehood, political parties remained the 
key vehicle for turning out the vote. Utah solidly 
supported Democrat William Jennings Bryan for 
President in 1896 and also elected Democrats to 
state and county office by wide margins. In the 

decades that followed, Utahns tended to vote for 
both Republican US presidential candidates and 
governors. But first the Populists in the 1890s and the 
Socialists after that ran full slates of local candidates 
until the 1920s, with approximately 100 Socialists 
winning election to local offices and even the state 
legislature. In fact, the first Utah woman to serve as 
a delegate to a national party convention was Kate 
Hilliard, who represented Utah at the Populist Party 
convention in the summer of 1896 and later ran 
unsuccessfully for the state legislature as a Socialist.

In the 20th century, Utah’s voting patterns aligned 
more closely with national trends. During the Great 
Depression, Utah’s Electoral College votes went 
for Franklin D. Roosevelt four times. Utahns were 
prominent enough in the national Democratic party that 
President Roosevelt nominated Utah Governor George 
Dern to serve as Secretary of War in 1933. Roosevelt 
also appointed Democratic National Committeewoman 
Elise Furer Musser from Utah as the only US woman 
delegate to two international peace conferences, which 
aimed to prevent another world war in the late 1930s.

Election Day meant more than voting — it also meant a community meal prepared 
and served by members of the Congregational Church Ladies Aid, Vernal, Utah, 
November 1952. Used by permission of the Uintah County Library Regional 
History Center.
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KUTV and Tribune election center, Salt Lake City, Utah, 1956. Salt Lake Tribune 
collection, courtesy Utah Historical Society.

Billboard advertising has long been a feature of Utah elections, whether in support of individual candidates or in support of voting itself. Salt Lake City, Utah, 1952. Courtesy J. Willard 
Marriott Library, University of Utah.

Utahns have generally moved closer to the 
Republican Party over time. Lyndon Baines Johnson’s 
campaign in 1964 was the last time the state voted 
for a Democratic president. However, Utahns have 
chosen both Democrats and Republicans to serve 
at the local, state, and national level throughout our 
history. For example, six Democratic governors led 
the state over a majority of the 20th century (the last 
being Scott Matheson, elected in 1976 and 1980). 
Utah Democrats have won election to the US House 
of Representatives 21 times and five times to the US 
Senate. Utah’s Republican supermajority grew out 
of the culture wars in the 1980s and 1990s, so the 
last Democrat to win election to statewide office was 
Attorney General Jan Graham in 1992 and 1996. 
Although Utah still votes Republican as a whole, in 
2016 the presidential candidacy of Donald Trump 
made Utah the state voting Republican by the 
slimmest margin.

Voting mechanics in Utah remained much the 
same over the 20th century as new technology was 
adopted slowly. The introduction of voting machines 
in the 1950s promised to simplify tabulating results, 
and local radio and television were able to report 
progress in real time. Campaigning has adapted to 

new technology much more quickly, but candidates 
still focus on similar techniques to appeal to voters, 
using photos and language that emphasize their long 
roots in Utah and their commitment to “Utah values” 
such as independence, thrift, service, and faith.



Protesters rallying in support of US Senator Reed Smoot during efforts to unseat 
him due to his position in the Mormon church, County Building, Provo, Utah, 
c1903-1907. Courtesy Utah Historical Society.
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Voting is only one of many tools Americans have to 
make their voices heard in the political process. 

Like all Americans, Utahns have always used many 
strategies – such as protesting and lobbying – to 
increase public awareness about important issues and 
to influence their elected representatives to take action.

Suffragists pioneered many of the advocacy 
techniques Utahns still use today. Suffragists 
petitioned the US Congress in defense of their 
voting rights and in support of a federal suffrage 
amendment. Year after year, leaders such as Emmeline 
B. Wells and Emily Richards journeyed to Washington, 
DC to speak at national conventions and lobby 
members of Congress. Local suffrage associations 
created entries in Independence Day and Pioneer Day 
parades highlighting the importance of women as 

voters, and state and national suffrage groups hosted 
parades and demonstrations at the State Capitol.

Utah suffragists used their voices to shore up public 
opinion in favor of their cause, show the strength of 
public support to lawmakers, and advocate for the 
passage of specific laws. After they secured women’s 
voting rights, they moved on to other issues they 
cared about deeply. Utah advocacy groups over 
the last century have followed in their footsteps and 
adapted to use new technologies for protesting, 
lobbying, and other strategies to make their voices 
heard in government.

Clean Air

Air quality has been a concern for many Utahns for 
over a century. The rise of coal and industry in the 
1880s and 1890s increased the “smoke nuisance” and 
spurred early research, regulations, and advocacy. 
Women were disproportionately affected by pollution 
as they nursed family members who became ill 
during winter inversions and fought to keep homes 
and clothes clean from soot and smoke, including 
the smoke from coal they used for heating and 
cooking. Because of this, it’s no surprise that women’s 
organizations were leading advocates for clean air.

For example, in 1913, the Ladies’ Literary Club 
gathered data and launched a public education 
campaign, lobbying Salt Lake City officials to regulate 
emissions. During the New Deal, more than 100 
women petitioned the University of Utah to create 
an institute studying air quality, and they founded 
new organizations to gather information, educate the 

Both the US and Utah constitutions place the power of 
government in “the people.” Utahns participate in the 
democratic process in a variety of ways beyond voting.THE 

BALLOT

BEYOND
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public, and lobby public officials to reduce emissions. 
The Utah Federation of Women’s Clubs often worked 
together to lobby on this issue.

As one historian describes, “The women’s clubs 
who rallied for cleaner air along the Wasatch Front 
were a force of highly organized and strategic 
environmentalists who never gave up. Their efforts 
are inspiring and an important legacy to Utah’s 
environmental leadership.” These organizations’ 
advocacy have been the impetus behind local, state, 
and federal laws that have substantially reduced air 
pollution over the past 100 years and more.

Former state legislator Alice Merrill Horne was a clever 
strategist who brought her skills to bear on the issue 
of clean air in the 1930s. As one of many advocates 
working to clear Salt Lake City’s air of smoke, she 
founded both the Smokeless Fuel Federation and the 
Salt Lake City Women’s Chamber of Commerce with 
the goal of making the city cleaner and healthier. When 
newspapers would not publish articles about their 
efforts, Horne came up with a plan to attract attention. 

She and a few other women set up a cookstove on the 
corner of Salt Lake’s Main Street and South Temple using 
a new smokeless coal, from which the oil and gas had 
been removed to make it burn more cleanly. They wore 
white dresses and white gloves while baking rolls and 
pies, attracting attention of passers-by and disrupting 
traffic. Horne described: “We would pick up lumps of 
coal and I even wiped off the inside of a stove lid with a 
lace handkerchief with nary a smudge. Needless to say 
we got columns of publicity that next day.” 

Air quality still ranks among Utahns’ top concerns 
and many nonprofits continue to work on this issue. 
These organizations sponsor studies on the health and 
economic costs of air pollution, lobby for improved 
public transit and stronger emissions regulations, 
educate Utahns to reduce energy consumption, 
and lobby legislators. They have followed the lead 
of the earliest air quality advocates by finding ways 
to bring attention to the issue, including air quality 
reports, protests at the State Capitol, and innovations 
such as using the lighting on the Astra Tower (Utah’s 
tallest building) as an air quality forecast system. 

Winter inversion over Salt Lake City, 6 December 1967, Salt Lake Tribune collection, courtesy Utah Historical Society.
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When the US Air Force 
announced its plans 

in 1979 to build its new MX 
Intercontinental Ballistic 
Missile System in Utah’s Great 
Basin, it could hardly have 
anticipated the coalition of 
concerned citizens that rose 
up in opposition.
	 As part of its Cold War 
goal of nuclear deterrence, 
the Air Force’s MX Missile 
System resembled a giant 
game of hide-and-seek. The 
plan called for hundreds 
of warheads to constantly 
shuttle between thousands of 
empty silos, aiming to force 
the Soviet Union to waste its 
full arsenal trying to destroy 
the entire US network. MX 
was designed to absorb the 
brunt of any Soviet attack, and 
the Chairman of the US Joint 
Chiefs of Staff was blunt when 
he told residents of Utah and 
Nevada, “We’re sorry that 
someone has to be the bull’s-
eye, but you’re it!”
	 The Air Force planned 
MX sites in Utah’s Beaver 
and Millard Counties, with 
construction set to begin 

in 1983. The system would 
consist of thousands of miles 
of roadway and railroad, 
require hundreds of support 
facilities, cost billions, 
and employ thousands. 
Nearly all of Utah’s elected 
representatives initially 
favored MX because of the 
huge boost it would bring to 
local economies.
	 But Great Basin residents 
were divided. Citizens held 
town meetings where some 
voiced support for patriotic 
duty and economic benefits, 
while others dreaded 
huge population growth, 
rampant development, 
increased water demands, 
and curtailment of grazing 
and property rights. Utah 
activists sought to educate 
the public about the project’s 
ramifications, with grassroots 
groups such as Utahns 
United Against MX bringing 
together organizations that 
rarely cooperated. Peace 
and environmental groups 
found themselves aligned 
with Native American tribes, 
Downwinders, religious 

Citizen Activists Derail MX Missile System

leaders, and conservative farming 
and ranching communities against a 
common foe.
	 The debate raged, but public 
opinion steadily shifted against the 
project. MX lost presidential support 
with Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980. 
Then, in a final blow, The Church of 
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints issued 
a statement explicitly opposing the 
project. By the end of 1981, the MX 
Missile System was dead.

Protesters against the MX Missile plan demonstrate peacefully in 
front of the Federal Building, Salt Lake City, Utah, c1980. Courtesy 
J. Willard Marriott Library, University of Utah.  

A grassroots movement of Utah citizens helped derail 
government plans to base the MX Missile System in 
Utah’s Great Basin.



Making Waves Artist Collaborative members keep vigil and protest peacefully in support of Great Salt Lake, Utah Capitol, Salt Lake City, 2025. Courtesy Anna Pocaro Photography.  
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What has stayed the same over the past 100 years is 
Utahns coming together across political lines using 
their voices in creative ways to bring attention to air 
quality and improve health and wellbeing for their 
communities.

Save Our Great Salt Lake

Many Utahns have grown more concerned about the 
health of Great Salt Lake since the 1990s, and they 
have used similar advocacy tactics to raise the alarm 
and make the case for public action. They have formed 
organizations such as Save Our Great Salt Lake to host 
summits, educate Utahns about the dangers of the 
shrinking lake, lobby lawmakers, and post information 
about current lake levels on billboards along the I-15 
freeway. They host rallies and daily vigils at the State 
Capitol during the legislative session each year, where 
traditional protest signs are joined by demonstrators 
wearing brine shrimp costumes or puppeteering giant 
pelicans. These efforts aim to show the value the lake 
has for all Utahns. By emphasizing a sense of love for 
the lake and the crucial ecosystem it protects, they 
build public support for efforts to protect and restore 
it, as well as pressuring lawmakers to pass policies that 
will increase water levels. This two-pronged approach 
of encouraging both individual and government 
action is key to building a sustained movement that 
effects lasting change.

“If there’s one thing I’ve learned… it’s this: 
registering voters is not the greatest challenge 

that we face. We can use every creative tool 
and tactic out there to reach people and to 

register them, but these programs mean 
nothing if we do not also educate voters on why 

voting is only a small piece of participating in 
a democratic process. Voting is a tool, but it is 

not the only solution.”
– Tara Benally, Hopi/Navajo organizer, 2020



Paiute Indian Tribe of Utah leader Geneal Anderson (far right) protesting against nuclear war and the negative effects of nuclear testing, c1985. Courtesy Tamra Borchardt-
Slayton, Indian Peaks Band.
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Downwinders

Another advocacy group that bridges political divides 
is the Downwinders, a name adopted by southwestern 
Utah residents who lived downwind of the Nevada 
National Security Site. The US military and researchers 
detonated about 100 nuclear bombs above ground 
at the Site between 1951 and 1962. Fallout from the 
atomic tests traveled hundreds of miles, introducing 
radioactive particles into crops and livestock that 
people consumed. Some of the first victims were 
sheep in Iron County, which had been exposed to 
large quantities of fallout while being moved from their 
winter range during a nuclear test series in 1953. When 
these sheep ate radioactive grass, their mouths burned, 
clumps of wool started falling off, and miscarriages, 
stillbirths, and birth defects skyrocketed. Some ranchers 
lost as many as one-third of their herds. 

Ranchers sued the government unsuccessfully for 
these losses. But within a few years, communities 
demanded answers as radiation-caused cancers like 
leukemia began cropping up with greater frequency in 
the fallout regions across Nevada, Arizona, and Utah. 
Downwinders brought lawsuits, shared their stories 
in the media, led demonstrations against nuclear 
testing, and collected data to build their case and 
lobby lawmakers. They eventually won legislation that 
provided for some (belated) compensation for victims, 
although the required documentation sharply limited 
the number of people who actually received relief. 
This experience increased many Utahns’ distrust of 

“This is your state. What goes on in the building 
behind us is your government. The air that you 
breathe is largely what you make of it, either 
by ignoring it, making it worse by neglect, or by 
fighting to make it better.”  
– Brian Moench, Utah Physicians for a  
	 Healthy Environment, 2014 

the federal government, and also built cross-political 
coalitions that would later derail plans for missile 
systems and nuclear waste storage in Utah.

Native American leaders played a large role in the 
Downwinders’ activism, which brought Indigenous 
and white rural Utahns together. Geneal Anderson 
served as chairwoman for the Paiute Indian Tribe of 
Utah for nearly two decades beginning in 1984. Her 
tenure focused on fighting the negative effects of the 
nuclear industry. Anderson raised public awareness 
by giving interviews and testimony highlighting the 
negative health and environmental effects of the 
nuclear tests that had disproportionately affected 
her Tribal members. She joined Downwinders’ 
demonstrations and protests in Utah and around the 
country. Anderson even traveled to Russia with the 
Women’s International League for Peace, making sure 
people knew the Tribe opposed nuclear war and the 
entire industry that accompanied it.



“Mormonism in Utah – the Cave of Despair,” Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, 
February 4, 1882. This and other popular depictions portrayed female converts as 
the victims of Mormonism. Courtesy L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee 
Library, Brigham Young University. 
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The United States of America is a nation of 
immigrants, and that is certainly true in Utah. 

Among the Indigenous nations who have made 
their homes in this land for millennia, there are 
eight federally recognized Tribes and many other 
groups who do not have this formal recognition as 
sovereign nations. Additionally, waves of immigration 
have brought people to Utah since the mid-19th 
century seeking opportunity, fleeing persecution and 
hardship, and building new communities. Just like the 
rest of the nation, Utahns have continually debated 
who can be a citizen and how immigrants can become 
“fit” for citizenship. This push and pull of policy, 
debate, and negotiation gets at the fundamental 
underlying question of our democracy – who should 
have a voice in government? 

Immigration

In 1870, a full 35% of Utah’s residents had been born 
outside the country, more than twice the percentage 
of the national foreign-born population. This included 
large numbers of Latter-day Saint immigrants from 
Great Britain and Scandinavia, as well as Irish and 
Welsh miners, and Irish and Chinese railroad workers 
who sought economic opportunity in Utah. British-
born Utahns made up by far the largest numbers 
of Mormon immigrants; in 1880, they accounted 
for 22% of all Utahns and more than two-thirds 
of foreign-born Utahns. Due primarily to the LDS 
Church’s encouragement and funding of immigration, 
immigrants and their children comprised two-thirds of 
Utah’s population in 1890.

Concerned about Mormon converts’ immigration to 
Utah in the 1800s, many Americans characterized 
them as poor, uneducated, and gullible dupes of a 
religious system that tricked people into polygamy. 
This concern gained legal support in 1879, when the 
US State Department asked American diplomats in 
Europe to try to thwart Mormon missionary efforts 
and stop converts from emigrating. Throughout the 

Utahns have always grappled with questions of what it 
means to be American, fueling ongoing debates about 
immigration and citizenship.

 
CREATING

CITIZENS
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“We must not forget the thousands who 
came to Utah in the territorial period to build 

railroads, man military posts, found business 
houses, dig mines, operate the stage lines, 

explore the rivers, and fill the appointive offices 
of government. They were as American as 

the melting pot, the gold rush, the business 
cycle and the political machine. They were as 

American as ambition and greed, scientific 
curiosity and pragmatism, Hanukkah and Lent.”

– Richard Poll, Bicentennial historian, 1976

1880s, many national leaders believed that Mormon 
migrants shared “uncivilized” traits with Chinese 
migrants, Muslim migrants, and other migrant groups 
around the world. President Grover Cleveland even 
urged Congress to outlaw Mormon immigration in the 
1880s. One legislator proposed to ban “Mormons” 
by name in an early version of what would become 
the same immigration law that opened Ellis Island 
and fully federalized immigration control. That law 
banned polygamists from entering the country under 
the assumption that immigrants in Utah were simple 
fodder for polygamy and could never become truly 
American. These efforts lasted well into the 20th 
century, as Americans and Utahns continued to debate 
what made a person fit for citizenship, what values or 
practices or religions make someone American, and 
how similar or diverse the United States’ population 
should be.

Naturalization

Naturalization, the legal process of becoming a 
US citizen, was not a large priority for 19th century 
immigrants to the US. The federal government’s 
1790 Nationality Act established a two-year 
residency requirement and limited naturalization 
to free white persons. Then a 1795 law increased 
the residency requirement to five years and 
introduced consideration of would-be citizens’ “moral 
character.” But the process of becoming a citizen was 
decentralized. Any federal, state, or municipal court 

could naturalize citizens and there were no standard 
certificates or papers until Congress passed the 
Naturalization Act of 1906. 

Additionally, the naturalization process was different 
for women and men. Congress established derivative 
citizenship for married women in 1855, meaning that 
immigrant women became citizens upon marriage 
to a US citizen or at the time of their husbands’ 
naturalization. But applying the same logic a half-
century later, Congress’ Expatriation Act in 1907 
stripped women of their citizenship if they married 
a non-citizen. Because voting was tied to citizenship, 
Utah suffragists repeatedly encouraged immigrants 
to naturalize in the late 19th century so they could 
cast ballots. Interest in naturalization grew gradually 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries as political 
parties vied for votes and immigration to the United 
States boomed. 

During the same period, US immigration and 
citizenship law developed extensive racial provisions 
that excluded particular groups from citizenship, 
and by extension, voting rights. Congress granted 
citizenship to Native Americans in 1924, but 
immigrants from Asia and the Pacific were not allowed 
to naturalize and become US citizens until after 
World War II. In Utah, these laws impacted immigrant 
communities from China, Japan, and Hawai’i that 
dated from the 1870s to the 1910s. 

As the federal government established immigration 
quotas and citizenship laws that indelibly shaped 
the nation’s demographics, Utahns debated the 
challenges of creating a community of citizens and 
what it means to be – and become – an American. 
Utahns’ approaches have changed over time through 
the negotiation and renegotiation of laws and 
practices, and the debates continue today.

Building a Community of Immigrants

Utah has a long history of diverse groups building 
community here. Mormon missionary work across the 
globe led to large numbers of religious immigrants 
from England, Scandinavia, and Germany, as well as 
the Pacific Islands. As Mormon immigration began to 
slow and industry grew in the 1890s and early 20th 
century, Utah saw more immigrants coming from 
southern and eastern Europe as well as Asia. They 



Bennet, Leah, and Gabriel Mangone were part of the Italian immigrant community 
who came to Utah seeking opportunity in the mining industry, Castle Gate, Utah, 
c1920. Courtesy Utah Historical Society.
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like Neighborhood House offered English classes, 
a library, childcare, a milk station, free baths, and an 
employment bureau for women. But this approach 
to Americanization still implied that Americanness 
meant speaking English. In 1919, Utah passed an 
Americanization law that required immigrants to 
register for nightly English classes. Although 60,253 
students attended these classes in 1919, compliance 
was low overall. The language class requirement 
eventually phased out, but the idea of language as 
a way of measuring identity and loyalty to America 
continues to impact Utahns’ debates over immigration 
and what it means to be American.

This push and pull of the democratic process 
continues today. In 2000, Utah voters passed an 
“English-only law” by ballot initiative, which made 
English the state’s official language and required all 
state documents and actions to be in English. This law 
created confusion about whether state agencies could 
also provide information in other languages. A lawsuit 
opened the door for “unofficial” communication in 
other languages to ensure the rights of those who 

often came first as single workers in the mines or 
railroads, recruited by padrones, or labor agents, like 
Leonidas Skrilis or Daigoro Hashimoto, who charged 
a fee for job placement as well as a portion of each 
paycheck. As many as half of these migrants returned 
to their homelands after a few years. But those who 
were joined by wives or extended families set down 
roots. They organized cultural societies, churches, 
boardinghouses, saunas, fraternal organizations, 
and community newspapers. The first non-English 
newspaper in Utah was Utah Posten, published in 
Danish beginning in 1873, and 83 ethnic newspapers 
were published at different times over the course of 
the state’s history. 

Immigrants to Utah in the early 20th century still came 
mostly from northern and western Europe. Some 
groups, especially those who were not Mormon 
converts, tended to live near each other, creating 
ethnic neighborhoods within larger communities 
such as Salt Lake City but also in mining towns across 
the state. Mining companies tended to separate 
workers into labor gangs by nationality and paid 
southeastern Europeans about half the wages of 
Americans and Anglo-Europeans. Mining towns 
like Bingham Canyon were full of separate stores, 
coffeehouses, and bakeries in the enclaves of Carr 
Fork (Finns and Swedes), Copperfield (Greeks), 
Highland Boy (southeastern Europeans and Italians), 
Idow (Japanese), and Frog Town (French Canadians). 
Bingham’s schools enrolled students from 32 different 
countries in 1918. 

Ethnic associations focused on mutual aid and 
fostered a sense of belonging among immigrants, 
who understandably found comfort in being with 
others who shared their language, religion, and 
customs. But with rising nativism and racism in the 
wake of World War I, Utahns and Americans were 
increasingly suspicious and intolerant of “foreign” 
customs. Xenophobic federal immigration law 
mirrored the 1921 incorporation of the Ku Klux Klan in 
Utah, when they paraded on the streets and burned 
crosses on immigrants’ property. The Klan only waned 
in the 1930s when anti-mask laws and other legislation 
pushed members underground.

By contrast, other Utahns worked to help newcomers 
make a home here. To help immigrants find jobs and 
integrate into Utah society and culture, organizations 



Naturalization ceremony, Salt Lake County, 2025. Thirteen percent of Salt Lake County residents are immigrants. Austen Diamond Photography, courtesy Salt Lake County Office 
of the Mayor.
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speak limited English. The legislature revised the law 
several times and in 2021, a new law removed the 
requirement that English was the sole language of the 
state government, allowing government entities to 
also communicate in other languages.

The Utah of Today

The share of immigrants living in Utah fell during the 
first part of the 20th century, just as it did in the rest 
of the US. Utah’s participation in refugee resettlement 
began to bring new waves of immigration to the state 
in the 1970s and 1980s. The powerful memory of 
the Mormon exodus from New York, Ohio, Missouri, 
and Illinois to the Intermountain West has influenced 
Utah to become a leader in refugee resettlement. In 
the 1980s, Utah ranked fourth in the nation for the 
proportion of Southeast Asian refugees it welcomed. 
In the 1990s, greater numbers of immigrants from 
Latin America and the Pacific Islands came to Utah 
seeking economic opportunity. In 2023, Utah had just 
over 300,000 immigrant residents, comprising nearly 
9% of the state’s population. Utah is the state with the 
third-highest share of Pacific Islanders, and over 15% 
of Utahns identify as Hispanic or Latino.

Percentage of Utah’s Population Born Outside of US

Utah has been an exception among conservative-
leaning states in its continuing support for refugees 
making a new life in the United States. Salt Lake City 
ranked 25th among US cities for refugee resettlement 
in 2020, and Utah has strong collaboration among 
support agencies and a two-year program to help 
individuals and families establish roots here. When 30 
Republican governors said they would stop accepting 
Syrian refugees after a 2016 terrorist attack in France, 
Utah Governor Gary Herbert stated the opposite, 
emphasizing Utahns’ support for people fleeing their 

Data sources: Utah History Encyclopedia, American Immigration Council, Migration 
Policy Institute
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Imagine you are living in Utah and are not a 
US citizen. After a long day at work, you see 

the news that the federal government wants 
to register you as a potential threat to national 
security. According to the news, you will need 
to report to the nearest post office, where you 
will complete a questionnaire and then be 
fingerprinted. At the post office, you are told that 
after a few weeks you will get a registration card 
in the mail and your fingerprints will be sent to 
the FBI. 
	 This may sound like a modern-day plan, but 
it was actually part of the Alien Registration Act 
of 1940, which required more than three million 
people to register with the government between 
August and December of that year. So-called 
“loyal aliens” were assured that their information 
would be kept secret, and that the only people 
who need fear were criminals and spies. The 
United States was still a year away from entering 
World War II, but many politicians were already 
jumpy about what they believed were potential 
threats coming from foreign-born immigrants.
	 Bingham Canyon was the Utah center for 
the registration effort. All non-citizens 14 years 
old and up were required to register in person. 
The Act obliged them to give details about their 
foreign military service, how they entered the 
country, their occupation, and the clubs they 
belonged to. They also had to provide a list of 
their relatives living in the United States. Those 

Alien Registration Act of 1940

who ignored the government’s order faced a $1,000 
fine and six months in jail. 
	 Only two cases were prosecuted under this 
law during World War II, but it was used to silence 
communists, socialists, and fascists in later years. In 
1957, the US Supreme Court declared some of its 
provisions unconstitutional. In early 2025, the US 
Department of Homeland Security reinstated the 
registration requirement. Americans today continue 
to debate what should be required of immigrants, 
how the naturalization process should work, and what 
makes a person American.

Rupert Hachiya and Della Kono, officers of the Japanese American Citizens League 
Salt Lake chapter, assist Kozo Hasegawa of Price, Utah, in filling out alien registration 
papers, 1954. Salt Lake Tribune collection, courtesy Utah Historical Society.

The United States has a long history of limiting immigration and questioning immigrants’ loyalty to 
the nation. In the 1940s, this included a campaign to register non-citizen immigrants living in Utah.



Utah’s 2022 state flag redesign process attracted contributions from around the state. Many drew on symbols of Utah identity from the sego lily and Delicate Arch to seagulls and 
snowflakes. One even captured every one of Utah’s official state symbols, including a Utahraptor on skis with a Bonneville Cutthroat trout riding a snowboard wielding a pistol. 
What symbols would you choose to represent Utah? Courtesy Utah Department of Cultural and Community Engagement.
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homes due to violence and persecution because of 
the history of the state’s founding. Utah is now home to 
about 65,000 refugees from more than 40 countries.

Utah today looks very different from 1896 or 1950 
or even 2000. Strong economic growth over the last 
decades means that Utah is now no longer a small, 
but a mid-sized state. And in the most recent years, 
in-migration has fueled two-thirds of our population 
growth. Utah’s birthrate is fourth-highest in the nation at 
1.92 births per woman, but it declined 22% from 2010 
to 2020, meaning that our population is aging. Utah is 
also becoming more diverse, with one in four residents 
belonging to a racial or ethnic minority, and immigrant 
residents make up 8.9% of the state’s population.

What does it mean to be a Utahn today? If there is a 
unique Utah identity, what are our shared values? Each 
person might answer these questions differently, and 
those answers will shape the next 250 years of the 
communities we build together.

We the People: Utah’s New Flag

In January 2022, the Utah legislature launched a 
process to design a new state flag, aiming to create a 
modern, symbolic, and easily recognizable design that 

reflected Utahns’ values, history, and aspirations. Many 
lawmakers had concerns that the historical flag, which 
depicts the state seal on a blue background, was easily 
confused for other states’ flags and was not a clear and 
strong symbol that Utahns would proudly display. 

As part of the new flag design process, Utahns 
submitted 1,500 text submissions about which 
values, symbols, and colors would best represent 
the state in the new flag, followed by just over 5,700 
design proposals from every county of the state. 
Many designs featured the landscapes of Utah, 
state symbols such as the sego lily, seagull, and 
beehive, as well as nods to history, archaeology, and 
paleontology. Beehives were featured in more than 
one-third of submitted designs, and mountains in just 
over a quarter. The other most common features were 
red rock arches, stars, and stripes.

These submissions reflected Utahns’ ideas about what 
makes our state unique, what it means to live here, 
and what we honor as a society. And the debates 
that arose during the process highlighted the ways in 
which making these decisions is always messy, with 
the give and take, conflict, and compromise that we 
value as part of our democracy. Some Utahns argued 



The final design of Utah’s reimagined state flag shows mountains, a beehive, and a 5-pointed star. Courtesy Utah Department of Cultural and Community Engagement.
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that replacing the old state flag was tantamount to 
rejecting or rewriting history, while others believed 
a bolder, cleaner design could better represent 
Utah’s people, landscapes, and values to others and 
ourselves. Discussions about historical symbols like 
the beehive or the star representing Indigenous 
nations engendered controversy in their own rights as 
well as concerns about whose voices were and were 
not heard during the design process.

In 2023, the Utah Legislature passed a close vote 
to adopt a new state flag with a beehive above a 
5-pointed star against a red, white, and blue mountain 
background. Public polling soon after the flag’s 
adoption showed 48% of Utahns supported the new 
flag, with 35% opposed and 17% with no opinion. As 
a compromise, the historic flag is still flown daily at 
the Utah State Capitol below the new flag, as well as 
on state property during holidays, special events, and 
legislative sessions.

Democracy in Action

The process of creating a new state flag demonstrates 
how democracy works in Utah today. In some ways, 
the framers of the US Constitution would recognize 
the process as the one they envisioned – elected 
legislators representing their constituents, designating 
the process, and debating the pros and cons of an 

issue before voting to accept the proposed legislation. 
In other ways, the process might seem totally foreign 
– both in who was participating as an elected official 
(including women and people of color), and in how 
citizens could share their voice in the process. They 
attended public hearings, submitted design proposals 
online, and lobbied their representatives – and new 
flag opponents even attempted to run a referendum. 

Utah’s new flag decision is a microcosm of American 
democracy in the 21st century – at times messy, loud, 
and passionate and always interesting. As our nation’s 
democratic processes continue to evolve over the 
next 250 years, citizens will find new ways to make 
decisions and make our voices heard in government. 
One thing is certain – democracy is not a spectator 
sport. And the Utahns whose voices are heard are 
those who will shape our future.

“This flag is all about Utah, and I hope that’s 
what people see when they see it…I hope 
[people] see Utah’s values: faith, hard work, 
industriousness (and) strength.”
– State Senator Daniel McCay (R-Riverton), 2024
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This political cartoon appeared in a special issue of the popular magazine Puck that was guest-edited by 
New York suffrage organizations. In 1915, women in eleven western states had gained equal voting rights 

with men. But suffrage campaigns in many other states had been stalled for decades and the 19th Amendment 
wouldn’t become law for five more years. In the 1910s suffragists increasingly argued that the United States  
could not truly be a democracy while so many citizens were denied the right to vote.

What symbols of American democracy did the cartoonist use in this image? How does that shape  
the message of the cartoon?  

Suffragists produced many maps to track the progression of women’s rights across the country.  
What makes this cartoon more powerful than a simple map?

Although Utah and Wyoming territories were the first to extend voting rights to women, national 
suffrage campaigns did not highlight this early history. Why do you think Utah’s unique suffrage  
story wasn’t considered useful to the cause?

Henry Mayer, The Awakening, photochemical print, Puck Publishing Corporation, New York, February 20, 1915. Courtesy Library of Congress.

Utah has a unique place in the story of American democracy.



Our American democracy is ever-changing – with every generation, every 
election, and every time we choose to vote and raise our voices. 

#VoicesVotesUT  #IdeasInAction

202 West 300 North, Salt Lake City, UT 84103
801.359.9670

www.utahhumanities.org

Utah Humanities strengthens Utah communities by cultivating connections, 
deepening understanding, and exploring our complex human experience.

Democracy requires participation. 
How will you use your voice?
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