
 

Although best known as one of the key leaders in the women's suffrage 
movement - in Indiana and nationally - May Wright Sewall earned her role as a 
significant Hoosier in multiple realms. She was an important educator. She was 
a leader in the area of civic improvement. And leading up to and surrounding 
the period of World War I, she was a leader in the peace movement. In the 
introduction to Sewall's 1920 book, Neither Dead nor Sleeping, Booth Tarkington 
wrote that the "three most prominent citizens" of Indianapolis in their day were 
Benjamin Harrison, James Whitcomb Riley and May Wright Sewall. 
 
Born in 1844, Sewall graduated in 1866 from Northwestern Female College 
(later absorbed by Northwestern University). She received an M.A. degree in 
1871. In 1882 she and her husband, Theodore L. Sewall, also a teacher, 
founded the Girls' Classical School of Indianapolis, with which she was 
associated for a quarter of a century. During that period she also became widely 
known for her efforts in the women's rights movement. She was a prominent 
ally of suffrage leaders Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton. She had 
helped found the Indianapolis Equal Suffrage Society in 1878, and in 1881-83 
she led a campaign that narrowly failed to secure woman suffrage in Indiana. 
From 1882 to 1890 she was chairman of the executive committee of the 
National Woman Suffrage Association. 
 
In 1888 Sewall and Frances Willard took charge of a convention held in 
Washington, D.C., to mark the 40th anniversary of the Seneca Falls 
Convention. From that meeting emerged the National Council of Women (of 
which Sewall was president in 1897-99) and the International Council of 
Women, (of which Sewell was president from 1899 to 1904). In 1889 she joined 
in organizing and was elected first vice president of the General Federation of 
Women's Clubs. During 1891-92 she traveled extensively in Europe to build 
support for the World's Congress of Representative Women, of which she was 
chairman, to be held in conjunction with the World's Columbian Exposition in 
Chicago in 1893. Sewall's later years were devoted principally to the cause of 
peace. One of the organizations that she help to found, the Indianapolis 
Propylaeum continues to this day to honor her memory. 
 
May Wright Sewall died on July 22, 1920, just one month before the ratification 
of the Nineteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, granting women the 
right to vote. Upon her death, the Indianapolis News said on its editorial page that 
the “world lost a citizen.” Sewall’s main goal in her life was to be useful to the 
entire world. Grace Julian Clark said of Sewall, “What she wrought will endure 
and generations yet unborn will find life a fuller and richer experience because 
she joined in the effort to make it so instead of accepting conditions as they 
were.” 
 
Biography obtained from the Indiana Governor’s History website. 
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Women quietly do extraordinary things every 
day. To help shed light on the resilience and 
strength of Hoosier women and celebrate 
their accomplishments and contributions to 
history we are releasing an article every day 
in the month of March. These articles 
showcase how women have moved Indiana 
and our country forward and who inspire 
others to do great things in their own lives.  
 
Women in Indiana have an important role to 
play. You can make a difference by: 
 
 Learning more about the issues affecting 

women in Indiana. 
 Voicing your opinion on  issues important 

to you 
 Serving as an advocate for women 
 Mentoring another woman 
 Join ICW’s mailing list or social media 

outlets to be notified of upcoming events, 
programs and resources available to 
women  

 

Go to www.in.gov/icw to learn more about 
the Indiana Commission for Women and 
their current initiatives. 
 
 

 

100 N Senate Avenue, Room N103 
Indianapolis, IN  46204 

 
(317) 232-6720-direct 

(317) 232-7485-fax 
 

info@icw.in.gov 
www.in.gov/icw 

 

 Sources: 
 
 Indiana Governors’ History 

Website 
(http://in.gov/governorhistory/mitchd
aniels/2562.htm) 
 

 Indiana Historical Society, 
“Fighting for Equality Teacher 
Resource” 
(http://www.indianahistory.org/teach
ers-students/teacher-
resources/classroom-tools/industrial-
age/FIGHTI.PDF).  
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