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Belva Lockwood Argues Before Supreme Court
This Day in History…  November 30, 1880

On November 30, 1880, Belva Ann Lockwood became the first woman to argue 
a case before the US Supreme Court.  She was the first female member of the US 
Supreme Court Bar and paved the way for future female lawyers.

Belva Ann Bennett Lockwood was born on October 24, 1830, in Royalton, New 
York.  She began teaching when she was 14 and got married when she was 18.  Her 
first husband died three years after the birth of their daughter.  For several years, Belva 
taught and worked as principal or headmistress of several schools.  She was usually 
paid half what her male colleagues earned.

Belva then met Susan B. Anthony, who shared many of her 
concerns about women’s education.  At the time, most women’s courses focused on 
domestic duties or teaching.  Belva and Anthony believed women should be trained 
for jobs in business.  Belva began changing the curriculum at the schools she worked 
at, offering young women courses in public speaking, botany, and gymnastics.  Belva 
soon decided she wanted to further her own education to provide more opportunities 
for herself and her daughter.

Belva attended Genesee Wesleyan Seminary and Genesee College where she 
first became interested in studying law.  She was refused admission to Columbia Law 
School, but was admitted with several other women to the National University School 

of Law (now the George Washington University Law School).  Belva completed her coursework in 1872, 
but the school refused to give her a diploma because she was a woman.  She eventually wrote a letter to 
President Ulysses S. Grant calling for justice.  Within a week, she received her diploma, at age 43.

Belva was admitted to the District of Columbia Bar, but several judges criticized her.  When she 
attempted to join the Maryland Bar, a judge told her that women were not equal to men and when she 
tried to respond, he ordered her removed from the courtroom.  Belva applied to the Court of Claims to 
represent veterans and their families, but was rejected.  Belva opened her own practice 
and won some of her cases, convincing some skeptics of her abilities.

Belva worked for the three years required to apply to the US Supreme Court Bar.  
They rejected her application, saying they would only admit women if Congress 
passed a federal law.  Belva repeatedly lobbied Congress until a “bill to relieve certain 
legal disabilities of women” was passed in February 1879.   On March 3, 1879, she 
became the first female member of the Supreme Court Bar.

The following year, Belva became the first woman to argue a case before the 
US Supreme Court on November 30, 1880.  In the 
case of Kaiser v. Stickney, she represented property 
owner Caroline Kaiser in a debt dispute.  She lost that 
case, but came before the Supreme Court again in 1906 in the case of 
United States v. Cherokee Nation.  Representing the Cherokee Nation, she 
successfully argued that the government owed the Cherokee $5 million.

In 1884 and 1888, Lockwood ran for president of the United States.  
She was the National Equal Rights Party candidate and the first woman to 
appear on official ballots.  (Victoria Woodhull ran in 1872, but she wasn’t 
yet 35, the constitutionally mandated age to run.)  Belva received about 

4,000 votes in a time when women could not vote and most newspapers were against her campaign.
Belva retired after working as a lawyer for 43 years.  She remained active in the women’s rights 

movement and the Universal Peace Union.  She died on May 19, 1917.  Towns and counties in California, 
Virginia, and New York were named in her honor, as well as a World War II merchant marine ship.  She 
was inducted into the National Women’s Hall of Fame in 1983.
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