The Intimately Oppressed

Jtis possible, reading standard histories, to forget half the population of
the country. The explorers were men, the landholders and merchants men,
the political leaders men, the military figures men. The very invisibility of
women, the overlooking of women, is a sign of their submerged status.

In this invisibility they were something like black slaves (and thus
slave women faced a double oppression). The biological uniqueness of
women, like skin color and facial characteristics for Negroes, became a
basis for treating them as inferiors. It seems that their physical characteris-
tics became a convenience for men, who could use, exploit, and cherish
someone who was at the same time servant, sex mate, companion, and
bearer-teacher-warden of his children.

Because of that intimacy and long-term connection with children,
there was a special patronization, which on occasion, especially in the face
of a show of strength, could slip over into treatment as an equal. An
oppression so private would turn out hard to uproot.

Eatlier societies—in America and elsewhere—in which property was
held in common and families were extensive and complicated, with aunts
and uncles and gtandmothers and grandfathers all living together, seemed
to treat women more as equals than did the white societies that later over-
ran them, bringing “civilization” and private property.

In the Zusii tribes of the Southwest, for instance, extended families—
large clans—were based on the woman, whose husband came to live
with her family. It was assumed that women owned the houses, and the
fields belonged to the clans, and the women had equal rights to what was
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produced. A woman was more secure because she was with her own family,
and she could divorce the man when she wanted to, keeping their property.

It would be an exaggeration to say that women were treated equally
with men; but they were treated with respect, and the communal nature of
the society gave them a more important place. The puberty ceremony of
the Sioux was such as to give pride to a young Sioux maiden:

Walk the good road, my daughter, and the buffalo herds wide and dark
as cloud shadows moving over the prairie will follow you. ... Be dutiful,
respectful, gentle and modest, my daughter. And proud walking. If the
pride and the virtue of the women are lost, the spring will come but the
buffalo trails will turn to grass. Be strong, with the warm, strong heart
of the earth. No people goes down until their women are weak and dis-

honored....

The conditions under which white settlers came to America created
various situations for women. Where the first settlements consisted almost
entirely of men, women were imported as sex slaves, childbearers, com-
panions. In 1619, the year that the first black slaves came to Virginia,
ninety women arrived at Jamestown on one ship: “Agreeable persons,
young and incorrupt.....sold with their own consent to settlers as wives, the
price to be the cost of their own transportation.”

Many women came in those early years as indentured servants—
often teenaged girls—and lived lives not much different from slaves,
except that the term of service had an end. They were to be obedient to
masters and mistresses. Sexual abuse by their masters was common.
According to the authors of America’s Working Women (Baxandall, Gor-
don, and Reverby): “They were poorly paid and often treated rudely and
harshly, deprived of good food and privacy.”

In 1756, Elizabeth Sprigs wrote to her father about her servitude:
“What we unfortunate English People suffer here is beyond the probibil-
ity of you in England to Conceive, let it suffice that I one of the unhappy
Number, am toiling almost Day and Night...with only this comfort that
you Bitch you do not halfe enough....”

Of course these terrible conditions provoked resistance. For instance,
the General Court of Connecticut in 1645 ordered that a certain “Susan
C., for her rebellious carriage toward her mistress, to be sent to the house
of correction and be kept to hard labor and coarse diet....”

Whatever horrors can be imagined in the transport of black slaves to
America must be multiplied for black women, who were often one-third of
the cargo. Slave traders reported:
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I Saw pregnant women give birth to babies while chained to corpses
-W}llch our drunken overseers had not removed. ... [placked spoon-fapsh-
ion they often gave birth to children in the scalding perspiration from
the human cargo.... On board the ship was a young negro woman

chained to the deck, who had lost her senses soon after she was pur-
chased and taken on board. b

B}lt Inow entered on my fifteenth year—a sad epoch in the life of aslave
girl. My master began to whisper foul words in my ear. Young as I was, I
could not remain ignorant of their import.... My mastergmet me ;t
every turn, reminding me that I belonged to him, and swearing b

heaven and earth that he would compel me to submit to him. If I fxen):
out for a breath of fresh air, after a day of unwearied toil his; footsteps
dogged me. If T knelt by my mother’s grave, his dark shadaow fell on nEe

even there. The light heart which nature had gi
el forebOdings. o ure had given me became heavy

. };Even free white women, not brought as servants or slaves but as wives
of the early settlers, faced special hardships. Eighteen married women
FAme over on the Mayflower. Three were pregnant, and one of them
glave b::]rt}}ll to a dead child before they landed. Childbirth and sickness
plagued the women; by the spring, only four of i
iy pring, only four of those eighteen women
i IAl}ll women were burdened with ideas carried over from England.
Rng 1Is ‘]aw was summarized in a document of 1632 entitled “The Lawes
EZ? L;lt:?ns of \?Vomens Rights”: “In this consolidation which we call
:ret od isa l{zlckmghtogether. Itis true, that man and wife are one person
utunderstand in what manner.... Her new self i ior; ’
panion, her master....” MRS ety

.]3112 Spruill describes the woman’s legal situation in the colonial
p'er}io f "Il"}.]e husband’s control over the wife’s person extended to the
tight of giving her chastisement. ... But he was not entitled to inflict per-
manent injury or death on his wife....” ’

As for property: “Besides absolute possession of his wife’s personal
g:opefty and a life estate in her lands, the husband took any other income
3 Ialt mlg:t l;le hers. He collected wages earned by herlabor.... Naturally it

ollowed that the proceeds of the joint lab
or of h i
belonged to the husband.” ] o usband and wie

For a woman to have a child out of wedlock was a crime, and colonial
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court records are full of cases of women being arraigned for “bastardy”—
the father of the child untouched by the law and on the loose. A colonial
periodical of 1747 reproduced a speech “of Miss Polly Baker before a
Court of Judicature, at Connecticut near Boston in New England; where
she was prosecuted the fifth time for having a Bastard Child.”

...I take the liberty to say, that I think this law, by which I am punished,
both unreasonable in itself, and particularly severe with regard to
me. ... Abstracted from the law, I cannot conceive. .. what the nature of
my offense is. I have brought five fine children into the world, at the
risque of my life; I have maintained them well by my own industry,
without burthening the township, and would have done it better, if it
had not been for the heavy charges and fines I have paid.... [n]or has
anyone the least cause of complaint against me, unless, perhaps, the
ministers of justice, because I have had children without being married,
by which they missed a wedding fee. But can this be a fault of mine?

The father’s position in the family was expressed in Zke Spectator, an
influential periodical in America and England: “Nothing is more gratify-
ing to the mind of man than power or dominion..... I look upon my family
as a patriarchal sovereignty in which I am myself both king and priest.”

A best-selling “pocket book,” published in London, was widely read
in the American colonies in the 1700s. It was called Advice to a Daugher:
“You must first lay it down for a Foundation in general, That there is
Inequality in Sexes, and that for the better Oeconomy of the World; the
Men, who were to be the Law-givers, had the larger share of Reason
bestow’d upon them....”

Against this powerful education, it is remarkable that women never-
theless rebelled. Women rebels have always faced special disabilities: they
live under the daily eye of their master; and they are isolated one from the
other in households, thus missing the daily camaraderie that has given
heart to rebels of other oppressed groups.

Anne Hutchinson was a religious woman, mother of thirteen children,
and knowledgeable about healing with herbs. She defied the church fathers
in the early years of the Massachusetts Bay Colony by insisting that she,
and other ordinary people, could interpret the Bible for themselves.

~ She was put on trial twice: by the church for heresy, and by the govern-
ment for challenging their authority. At her civil trial she was pregnant and
ill, but they did not allow her to sit down until she was close to collapse. At
her religious trial she was interrogated for weeks, and again she was sick,
but challenged her questioners with expert knowledge of the Bible and
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::tirr;;reliiab-}:ehe]oqu‘znce. When finally she repented in writing
- Lhey said: “Her repentance is not in h ’
: She was banished from the colon Ao
in 1638, thirty-five families followe

they were not
e

¥, and when she left for Rhode Island
d her. Then she went to the shores of

ies; they killed her and her famj
later, the one person back in Massachusetts Bay wh?h:?:]y. o

£ ‘ oken up f
uring her trial, Mary Dyer, was hanged by the governmeit of r;l":? c;;l;;r

along with tw :
! g : o other Quakers, for ‘rebellion, sedition. and
obtruding themselves.” P

It remained rare for women to
a‘Ithough on the southern and wester
sionally possible.

Duri i
A PUb;;ngatff‘leiiijv\t;Irztlon, fthe necessiti‘es of war brought women out
Ay W;Ot men ormec’l patriotic groups, carried out antj-
e Coun,ter e articles for independence. In 1777 there was a
i part to t%le Boston Tea Party—a “coffee arty,”
y Abigail Adams in a letter to her husband John: e

participate openly in public affairs,
n frontiers conditions made this occa-

5 ; ;

honf; hem;ne;:t, weal-thy, stingy merchant (who is a bachelor) had a

+ ge e.a lc;. c.:offee in his store, which he refused to sell the commite
rsix shillings per pound. A number of females, some say a hunc[rede

some say more i
y » assembled with a cart and trunks, marched down to the

I h us m h k y p
wareno e, a]ld de a[lded the ke S? Wh Ch € ef Sed to delIUEI U O
1 h reiu . n

i his neck im i
. o ) ck and tossed him into the cart,

livered the k i
: : . e e keys when they ¢
Z f; f-::art and discharged him; then opened the warehouse hois?;eilpg " ;P
oftee themselves, put it into the trunks and drove off. ) i

course of men stood amazed, silen ane g

t spectators of the whole transaction.

I :
hmim: ilzsf l:(zr; k};ﬁmteld outby women historians recently that the contri-
e g]-]ci a5s women in the American Revolution have been
. : :;n ike ;he g’ent‘eel wives of the leaders (Dolly Madison
E “Djrty " agt i 2, [a)mb Abigail Adams, for example). Margaret Corbin’
e ,” Deborah Sa.mpson Garnet, and “Molly Pitcher” were?
wome; g S Women, prettified into ladies by historians, While poor
- ,and he a;: yiars of the fighting, went to army encampments
Manha,was}]in g%on, vtv :Sy :{ere represented lzjlter as prostitutes, wherea;
e s ;o:rg e.en aspecial place in history books for visiting
When feminist impulses are recorded, they are, almost always, the
bl
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writings of privileged women who had some status from which to spea_k

freely, more opportunity to write and have their writings recorded. Abl}
! .

gail Adams, even before the Declaration of Independence, in March o

1776, wrote to her husband:

....in the new code of laws which I suppose it will be necessary for youdto
make... [d]o not put such unlimited power in the hands‘ of hushan a:i
Remember, all men would be tyrants if they cou]c%. If particular care :;nl
attention are not paid to the ladies, we are determined to forfaem ;' n}el el-
lion, and will not hold ourselves bound to obey the laws in which we
have no voice of representation.

Nevertheless, Jefferson underscored his phrase “all men ?re creat_ed
equal” by his statement that American women would be to0else to v;n}r;
kle their foreheads with politics.” And after the Revolution, none of the
new state constitutions granted women the right to vote, e)fcept fo_r Nrew
Jersey, and that state rescinded the ringt in 1807. Ne:v Y?rl’{’ s constitution
specifically disfranchised women by using the word male. ) E

Working-class women had no means of reco?'dmg whatever 2
ments of rebelliousness they may have felt at their subordmauog.hl ot
only were they bearing children in great numben:s, under great ilar s 1p;;,f
but they were working in the home. Around th'e time ?f the:- Decl a}rl:ftlon 3
Independence, four thousand women and ihrldf‘en in E:hllade p \1; “r:en
spinning at home for local plants under the putting out syster;. (6}
also were shopkeepers and innkeepers and engagecl in many trades. 1

Ideas of female equality were in the air during and after the Revo‘u-
tion. Tom Paine spoke out for the equal rights of women. And the pl:-
neering book of Mary Wollstonecraft in. England, 4 Vma’ut:arzo; oj]; ;‘:
Rights of Women, was reprinted in the United States shortly a ten(‘i the '
olutionary War. She wrote: “I wish to periuade women to endeav
acquire strength, both of mind and dey. o N 4

Between the American Revolution and the Civil War, so many €
ments of American society were being transformed‘ that clllanges welg
bound to take place in the situation of women. In preindustrial Amenc::
the practical need for women in a frontier society had PrOdl{CE‘-i some n:ea_
sure of equality; women worked at important ]ObS—‘—pl:lbh;j ﬁng nev;rurkpA
pers, managing tanneries, keeping taverns, engaging in skille WOr. .in
grandmother, Martha Moore Ballard, on a farm in Maum?:l 1};-1 a;;;m,
twenty-five years as a midwife delivered more than a thousa‘n : :les. y

Now, women were being pulled out of the house and into in u;trr; ;
life, while at the same time there was pressure for women to stay ho
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where they were more easily controlled. The idea of “the woman’s place,”
promulgated by men, was accepted by many women. It became important
to develop a set of ideas, taught in church, in school, and in the family, to
keep women in their place even as that place became more and more unset-
tled. The woman was expected to be pious. One female writer said: “Reli-
glon is just what woman needs. Without it she is ever restless or unhappy.”

Sexual purity was to be the special virtue of a woman. The role began
early, with adolescence. Obedience prepared the girl for submission to the
first proper mate. Barbara Welter describes this:

The assumption is twofold: the American female was supposed to be so
infinitely lovable and provocative that a healthy male could barely con-
trol himself when in the same room with her, and the same girl, as she
“comes out” of the cocoon of her family’s protectiveness, is so palpitat-
ing with undirected affection [that]...she is required to exert the inner
control of obedience. The combination forms a kind of societal chastity

belt which is not unlocked until the marriage partner has arrived, and
adolescence is formally over.

When Amelia Bloomer in 1851 suggested in her feminist publication
that women wear a kind of short skirt and pants, to free themselves from
the encumbrances of traditional dress, this was attacked in the popular
women'’s literature. One story has a girl admiring the “bloomer” costume,
but her professor admonishes her that they are “only one of the many
manifestations of that wild spirit of socialism and agrarian radicalism
which is at present so rife in our land.”

The woman’s job was to keep the home cheerful, maintain religion, be
nurse, cook, cleaner, seamstress, flower arranger. A woman shouldn’t read
too much, and certain books should be avoided.

A sermon preached in 1808 in New York: “How interesting and
important are the duties devolved on females as wives. . . the counsellor
and friend of the husband; who makes it her daily study to lighten his
cares, to soothe his sorrows, and to augment his joys. ...”

Women were also urged, especially since they had the job of educat-
ing children, to be patriotic. One women’s magazine offered a prize to the
Woman who wrote the best essay on “How May an American Woman Best
Show Her Patriotism.”

The cult of domesticity for the woman was a way of pacifying her
with a doctrine of “separate but equal”—giving her work equally as
important as the man’s, but separate and different. Inside that “equality”
there was the fact that the woman did not choose her mate, and once her
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marriage took place, her life was determined. Marriage enchained, and
children doubled the chains.

The “cult of true womanhood” could not completely erase what was
visible as evidence of woman’s subordinate status: she could not vote,
could not own property; when she did work, her wages were one-fourth to
one-half what men earned in the same job. Women were excluded from
the professions of law and medicine, from colleges, from the ministry.

Putting all women into the same category—giving them all the same

domestic sphere to cultivate—created a classification (by sex) that blurred
the lines of class. However, forces were at work to keep raising the issue
ofclass. Samuel Slater had introduced industrial spinning machinery in
New England in 1789, and now there was a demand for young girls liter-
ally, “spinsters”—to work the spinning machinery in factories. In 1814,
the power loom was introduced in Waltham, Massachusetts, and now all
the operations needed to turn cotton fiber into cloth were under one roof.
The new textile factories swiftly multiplied, with women 8o to 9o percent
of their operatives—most of these women between fifteen and thirty.

Some of the earliest industrial strikes took place in these textile mills

in the 1830s. Women’s daily average earnings in 1836 were less than thirty-
seven cents, and thousands earned twenty-five cents a day, working twelve
to sixteen hours a day. In Pawtucket, Rhode Island, in 1824, came the first
known strike of women factory workers; 202 women joined men in
protesting a wage cut and longer hours, but they met separately. Four
years later, women in Dover, New Hampshire, struck alone.

In Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1834, when a young woman was fired
from her job, other girls left their looms, one of them then climbing the
town pump and making, according to a newspaper report, “a flaming
Mary Wollstonecraft speech on the rights of women and the iniquities of
the ‘moneyed aristocracy’ which produced a powerful effect on her audi-
tors and they determined to have their own way, if they died forit.”

Several times in those strikes, women armed with sticks and stones
broke through the wooden gates of a textile mill and stopped the looms.

Catharine Beecher, a woman reformer of the time, wrote about the

factory system:

1 was there in mid-winter, and every morning I was awakened at five, by
the bells calling to labor. ... Then half an hour only allowed for dinner,
from which the time for going and returning was deducted. Then back
to the mills, to work till seven o’clock.... [I]Jt must be remembered that
all the hours of labor are spent in rooms where oil lamps, together with
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from 40 to 80 persons,
air...and where the air i
thousands of cards, spin,

are exhausting the healthfu] principle of the

s loaded with particles of
P cotton thrown from

And the life of upper-class women? Fra

L ; nces Trol i
oman, wrote in her book Domessir Manners g o

of the Americans:
Let me be permitted to descri
first class. ... She rises, and he
arrangement of her dress: s
silent; her breakfast is brcn;
minutes before her carriage
she calls it; shakes and folds
rich dress, and. .

be the day of a Philadelphian lady of the
rfirsthour is spent in the scrupulously nice
he. descends to her parlor, neat. stiff and
ghtin by her free black footman. .’. T“:en
shoz]d ap]ﬁear, she retires to her che;mber ;?;
up her still snow-white apron, smooths f,n
— .se;s on her elegant bonnet. . .then walks dcwvnstairzr
nt that her free black coachman announces to her fre(;

black fOOtlI‘lall that the carriage w 1ts. She Ste]]s mnto it alld g]VeS d]e
.
h g aits 1 5
WOId. DI]VE to |Ile D()lcas SOClety

1 At Lowell, the Female Labor Reform Asso
.ac::’ory Tracts.” The first was entitled
ative” and spoke of the textile mjl] wome

Iée ires he O to l (8] V t sev 0 0

Around that time, the

females y of the mo
enera f i i
§ 5 g 11 the most Interestin
in their endeavor to remed

ciation put out a series of

Factory Life as It Is By an Oper-
“ L3

n as “nothing more nor less than

will terminate i
e ¢ in much good to female labor of an descripti
ombinations end in nothing.” Foepon Al

Middle-cl i
T ;sssi:::)?fen, !;:arred from higher education, began to monop-
B cooconof g:lmarjr—schoql teaching. As teachers, they read
| bee, an edt{catlon itself became subversive of old
B e y bglfm t? write flor magazines and newspapers, and
. opl:x; lcations. Literacy among women dou,bled
- i d;ul;le omen bec?me health reformers. They formed
tion of prostitutes, They j;?:l:ja::ﬁ;}ma] i ol
. oy cl1glous organizations. Some
k- ?eminist lnc:;‘vt;l;r: n]omed the a.ntrslavery movement. So, by the ‘:i;teh:
| P temerged in the 1840s, women had become prac-
» agitators, and speakers. o
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When Emma Willard addressed the New York legislature in 1819, she
told them that the education of women “has been too exclusively directed
to fit them for displaying to advantage the charms of youth and beauty.”
The problem, she said, was that “the taste of men, whatever it might hap-
pen to be, has been made into a standard for the formation of the female
character.” Reason and religion teach us, she said, that “we too are pri-
mary existences. ..not the satellites of men.”

In 1821, Willard founded the Troy Female Seminary, the first recog-
nized institution for the education of girls. She wrote later of how she
upset people by teaching her students about the human body: “Mothers
visiting a class at the Seminary in the early thirties were so shocked.... To
preserve the modesty of the girls, and spare them too frequent agitation,
heavy paper was pasted over the pages in their textbooks which depicted
the human body.”

Women struggled to enter the all-male professional schools. Eliza-
beth Blackwell got her medical degree in 1849, having overcome many
rebuffs before being admitted to Geneva College. She then set up the New
York Dispensary for Poor Women and Children “to give to poor women
an opportunity of consulting physicians of their own sex.” In her first
annual report, she wrote:

My first medical consultation was a curious experience. In a severe case
of pneumonia in an elderly lady I called in consultation a kind-hearted
physician of high standing. ... This gentleman, after secing the patient,
went with me into the parlour. There he began to walk about the room
in some agitation, exclaiming, “A most extraordinary case! Such a one
never happened to me before; I really do not know what to do!” I lis-
tened in surprise and much perplexity, as it was a clear case of pneumo-
nia and of no unusual degree of danger, until at last I discovered that his
perplexity related to me, not to the patient, and to the propriety of con-
sulting with a lady physician!

Oberlin College pioneered in the admission of women. But the first girl
admitted to the theology school there, Antoinette Brown, who graduated in
1850, found that her name was left off the class list. With Lucy Stone, Ober-
lin found a formidable resister. She was active in the peace society and in
antislavery work, taught colored students, and organized a debating club
for girls. She was chosen to write the commencement address, then was told
it would have to be read by a man. She refused to write it.

Lucy Stone began lecturing on women’s rights in 1847 in a church
in Gardner, Massachusetts, where her brother was a minister. She was
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tiny, weighed about one hundred pounds, was a marvelous speaker. As
lecturer f01: the American Anti-Slavery Society, she was, at various times,
deluged with cold water, sent reeling by a thrown book, and attacked
by mobs. ,

' When she married Henry Blackwell, they joined hands at their wed-
ding and read a statement:

We deem it a duty to declare that this act on our part implies no sanc-
tion of, nor promise of voluntary obedience to such of the present laws
of marriage as refuse to recognize the wife as an independent, rational

be1ng, while they confer upon the husband an injurious and unnatural
superiority....

She was one of the first to refuse to give up her name after marriage.
She was “Mrs. Stone.” When she refused to pay taxes because she was not
represented in the government, officials took all her household goods in
payment, even her baby’s cradle.

After Amelia Bloomer, a postmistress in a small town in New York
developed the bloomer, women activists adopted it in place of the ol(i
whale-boned bodice, the corsets and petticoats. The Reverend John Todd
(one of his many best-selling books gave advice to young men on the
results of masturbation: “the mind is greatly deteriorated”) commented
on the new feminist mode of dress:

Some have tried to become semi-men by putting on the Bloomer dress.
Let me tell you in a word why it can never be done. It is this: woman
robed and folded in her long dress, is beautiful. She walks gracefully. ... IE‘
she attempts to run, the charm is gone.... Take off the robes, and put on
pants, and show the limbs, and grace and mystery are all gone.

‘ Women, after becoming involved in other movements of reform—
antislavery, temperance, dress styles, prison conditions—turned, embold-
ened and experienced, to their own situation. Angelina G’rimké a
southern white woman who became a fierce speaker and organizer agai;st
slavery, saw that movement leading further:

Let us all first wake up the nation to lift millions of slaves of both sexes
from the dust, and turn them into men and then...it will be an easy mat-
ter to take millions of females from their knees and set them on their
feet, or in other words transform them from babies into women.

Sarah Grimké, Angelina’s sister, wrote:
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ies of
During the early part of my life, my lot was cast among the butter.ﬂ e
i constraine
i - and of this class of women, I am
the fashionable world; an . ) netrained to
say, both from experience and observation, that their education s mhirl
i t
abl; deficient; that they are taught to regard marriage as the one thing
needful, the only avenue to distinction....

She said:

All 1 ask of our brethren is that they will take their geet;.rohmcofz c;:;:
i d upright on the ground which Go ha
necks, and permit us to stan : e
i it is perfectly clear that whatsoev
designed us to occupy.... To meitis per :
morﬁl]y right for a man to do, it is morally right for a woman to do.

i aker.
Sarah could write with power; Angelina was the ﬁrebra:c;ll spe vy
.Shewa
Once she spoke six nights ina row at the Boston Opera House -
first woman (in 1838) to address a committee of the Massachuset;s s o
iti huge crowd, an
i i titions. Her talk attracted a
legislature on antislavery pe k ‘ o
ittee be appointe
i oposed that “a Comm
representative from Salem pr. -
exl:mine the foundations of the State House of Massachusetts
; -
whether it will bear another lecture from I;rh:ls Grlm;{e. T—
i s
i s prepared the way for
Speaking out on other issue : ” .
ix, i the legislature
i 7 hea Dix, in 1843, addresse
uation of women: Dorot 3 ‘ e
Massachusetts on what she saw in the prisons and almshouses

Boston area:

I tell what I have seen, painful and shocking as the details often are.... 1

P Y Yy i € Of
roceed gentlernen, briefly to call our attention to the present S]ta[ .
i i W i sets
insane p,ersons confined within th‘]S Common ealth n Cagles, clo : y
1 . wi shed into
cellars stalls, pens; chained, naked, beaten ith IOdS, and la
E]

obedience!

i i i i i-
Frances Wright was a writer, founder of a utopian commufn lry, mm
ipati ves an
grant from Scotland in 1824, a fighter for the emanc1pat1c1>n G i dr
W ic education fo
i dom. She wanted free public ed
for birth control and sexual free e
i ver twoy f age in state-supported boarding schoo S.
all children over two years o PP : d : h h
p w i s Fourier had sai
i i t the utopian socialist Charle
expressed in America wha pianic: h had reSds
in France, that the progress of civilization depended on the prog
2

of women.

I shall venture the assertion, that, unti! women assume the E]a:le lll:us:](;:
ety which good sense and good feeling alike B:SlSlgn to i. sr f;u man
improvement must advance but feebl)t‘ i will ever ris i
level of the other sex.... Until power is anmhlla.ted'on ?ne side, i
obedience on the other, and both restored to their birthright—eq A
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Women put in enormous work in antislavery societies all over the
country, gathering thousands of petitions to Congress. In the course of
this work, events were set in motion that carried the movement of women
for their own equality racing alongside the movement against slavery. In
1840, a World Anti-Slavery Society Convention met in London. A frer a
fierce argument, it was voted to exclude women, but it was agreed they
could attend meetings in a curtained enclosure. The women sat in silent
protest in the gallery, and William Lloyd Garrison, one abolitionist who
had fought for the rights of women, sat with them.

It was at that time that Elizabeth Cady Stanton met Lucretia Mott and
others, and began to lay the plans that led to the first Women’s Rights
Convention in history. It was held at Seneca Falls, New York, where Eliza-
beth Cady Stanton lived asa mother, a housewife, full of resentment at her

condition, declaring: “A woman is a nobody. A wife is everything.” She
wrote later:

My experiences at the World Anti-Slavery Convention, all I had read of
the legalstatusof women, and the oppression I saw everywhere, together
Swept across my soul.... I could not see what to do or where to begin—
my only thought was a public meeting for protest and discussion.

An announcement was put in the Seneca County Courier calling for a
meeting to discuss the “rights of woman” the 19thand zoth of July. Three
hundred women and some men came. A Declaration of Principles was
signed at the end of the meeting by sixty-eight women and thirty-two

men. It made use of the language and rhythm of the Declaration of Inde-
pendence:

When in the course of human events, it becomes necessary for one por-
tion of the family of man to assume among the people of the earth a
position different from that they have hitherto occupied...

We hold these truths to be self-evident: that all men and women are
created equal; that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
inalienable rights; that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of
happiness....

The history of mankind is a history of repeated injuries and
usurpations on the part of man toward woman, having in direct object

the establishment of an absolute tyranny over her. To prove this, let
facts be submitted to a candid world. =

Then came the list of grievances. And then a series of resolutions.
Women’s conventions in various parts of the country followed the
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one at Seneca Falls. At one of these, in 1851, an aged black woman, wh g Wh
had been born a slave in New York, tall, thin, wearing a gray dress ang Col
white turban, listened to some male ministers who had been dominating
the discussion. This was Sojourner Truth. She rose to her feet and joined 7. Wh
the indignation of her race to the indignation of her sex:

8. Wh
That man over there says that woman needs to be helped into carriages tion
and lifted over ditches. . .. Nobody ever helps me into carriages, or over
mud-puddles or gives me any best place. And a’nt I a woman? 9. Wha
Look at my arm! I have ploughed, and planted, and gathered into Eote
barns, and no man could head me! And a’nt I a woman?
I'would work as much and eat as much as a man, when I could getit, 10. Wha
and bear the lash as well. And a’nt | a woman? il
I have borne thirteen children and seen em most all sold off to slay-
ery, and when I cried out with my mother’s grief, none but Jesus heard B 1 the
me! And a’nt I a woman? -
Thus were women beginning to resist, in the 1830s and 1840s and thems
1850s, the attempt to keep them in their “woman’s sphere.” They were tak-
ing part in all sorts of movements, for prisoners, for the insane, for black g Why
slaves, and also for all women. discre
In the midst of these movements, there exploded, with the force of o
government and the authority of money, a quest for more land, an urge for Woms
national expansion. equal?
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