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and creativity. If allowed a garden, slaves cooked 
seasonal vegetables. Many also supplemented with 
fish or wild animals they could snare. 

Slave women also frequently spun, wove, and 
sewed the rough cloth that would make up their 
family’s meager yearly allotment of clothing. On 
Mollie Watson’s plantation, “De women had two 
work dresses a year an’ two changes o’ underwear. 
De white ladies give ’em dey old dresses. . . . When 
de everday clothes nearly wore out dey took ’em 
an’ made baby clothes outen ’em.” Everyone 
went barefoot through the summer months and 
sometimes in winter too. 

Seventy years after the Revolution, four million 
slaves lived and toiled in America. The constant hard 
work, abuse, lack of rest, and poor diet and clothing, 
compounded by exposure to diseases such as malaria, 
aged them quickly and often killed them young. Life 
expectancy for slaves was between 28 and 36 years. 
In spite of this, the slave population in America 
continued to grow. Unable to throw off the shackles 
of bondage, slave women and men asserted their 
humanity and created their own distinctive culture.

HEALTH
After 1800, the birthrate began to decline from an 
average of seven children per woman. Even so, most 
women spent at least two decades of their lives 
pregnant or recovering from pregnancy. Unlike the 
previous century, even when a woman’s expectant 
condition was obvious, it was impolite to discuss 
or acknowledge it. Mary Scott was not unusual. 
She bore children in 1790, 1792, 1794, 1796, 1798, 
1799, 1801, 1803, 1805, 1807, and 1809. Three of 
her children died as infants. 

Virtually everyone knew someone who 
had died giving birth. After a friend perished in 
childbirth in 1828, Maria Bryan wrote to her 

Before the invention of photography, most families had 
no images to remember their loved ones by. Pennsylvania 

schoolgirl Susan Winn embroidered this picture in memory 
of her infant sister who died in 1806.

As a child, she secretly pored over any 

medical book she could get her hands 

on. Convinced that women’s profound 

lack of knowledge about their bodies 

was as dangerous as it was ridiculous, 

Gove scandalized many by sharing what 

she had taught herself. In the 1830s she 

traveled the East Coast giving lectures 

on anatomy, physiology, and hygiene 

to female audiences. Gove went on to 

experiment with a number of alternative 

health practices, including celibacy and 

water cures.

Have you ever heard of . . . 
                  Mary Gove? 
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sister, “Poor Horace and his little boy look so sad 

and desolate that it grieves me to see them, and it 

would have made your heart ache to have gone there 

while she was dead in the house, and seen how neat 

everything looked, and the yard and garden and 

kitchen so clean, and all so snug and comfortable in 

their little way.” Expectant mothers lived in the 
shadow of death, dreading childbirth and planning 
for possible death. 

It was perhaps this fear of death that drove 
more urban wives to call male physicians to their 
deliveries. Though only recently interested in 
obstetrics, doctors gained a reputation for formal 
training and for having delivery tools at their disposal. 
In fact, due to strict social codes of modesty, most 
young doctors had never examined a female patient 
or delivered a baby. True, they had a new tool: 
forceps, a large metal clamp that could be attached 
to the baby’s head to pull the baby from the birth 
canal. But used prematurely or blindly under a 
blanket, the forceps could result in as much harm as 
good. Doctors who did not wash their hands between 
deliveries spread a deadly infection called puerperal 
fever. Given their ignorance of female bodies, it is 
unlikely that physicians were able to be more helpful 
than midwives when a delivery went awry.

Nevertheless, the number of midwives 
(especially in cities) declined in the coming decades 
as physicians set professional standards that 
excluded midwives and convinced patients that 
doctors were the experts on childbirth. In 1832, the 
Boston Lying-In Hospital became the first obstetric 
hospital in the United States.

PAID WORK
From Home to Industrial 
Production

In 1800, most families lived and worked on small 
farms. Even the largest towns were not big by 
European standards. Wives and daughters played a 
central role in the barter economy, trading services 
and homemade goods to meet their family’s needs. 
Husbands and sons farmed or ran family mills 
and artisan shops with the help of apprentices. 

Many women employed 
trusty home remedies 

when family members became 
ill. It is hardly surprising that 
they were willing to try just 
about anything to relieve the 
suffering of someone they loved. 
Treatments ranged from useful 
to downright poisonous. One 
remedy for treating intestinal 
worms suggested: “Take a half-
pint of live angle worms, put 
them in a thin linen bag, and 
sew them up. Then put them, 
while yet alive, on the child’s 
stomach. There let them remain 
for six hours . . . the child will 
never be troubled with worms 
again.”

Many Native American mothers 

diapered their babies with dried 

moss, softened bark, or cattail 

down inside their cradle boards. 

When soiled, the organic matter 

was easily replaced.

Did you know? 
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Though different, the work of women and men was 
complementary and equally important to a family’s 
economic survival. 

However, this was changing. Expanding 
markets and the birth of industry began to 
permanently alter the ways that families earned 
their livings. During the first half of the nineteenth 
century, new mechanized factories and mills were 
able to produce goods at a faster rate. Factories 
replaced family workshops and businesses, and 
machines and machine operators replaced laborers 
making things by hand. This change has been called 
the Industrial Revolution. As a result, husbands left 
the home in search of uncertain wage work at the 
same time that wives lost their primary means of 
contributing to the family’s economic well-being. 
Children became less an economic asset and more 
a drain on resources—consumers rather than 
producers. Father became the official breadwinner, 
mother, the domestic genius, and children, the 
dutiful dependents.

The change, reinforced by the ideal of separate 
spheres (men in the world, women at home), limited 
women and placed enormous pressures on men. 
Society’s belief that women should rely on men 
for their support also did not consider the plight of 
abandoned wives, widows, and orphans. A single 
woman could barely earn enough wages to live, even 
if she was healthy and hardworking.

In cities, a growing number of poor women 
(often with children) survived by washing clothes, 
taking in boarders, or by selling food, produce, or 
sex. Free black women, more numerous than free 
black men, had the fewest options. They made up 
armies of street peddlers, vending merchandise from 
baskets. A small handful of female trades provided 
a more steady, if meager income: dressmaking, 
hat making, shoe binding, and shop keeping. Many 
women and girls worked as domestics, or “helps,” 
at some time in their lives, though by 1840 their 
employer was unlikely to work side by side with 
them or treat them as part of the family.

Millworkers In 1823, prospective 
industrialists set out to find a reliable work force 
to run the machines in their newly built, water-
powered textile mills. Cheap labor was scarce, and 

local farmers and artisans couldn’t spare their sons. 
What, they wondered, about farmers’ daughters? 
Young women seemed to be precisely the meek, 
inexpensive labor force industrialists sought. 

So, for the first time, young women would 
leave the safety of their local communities to work 
in factories. Recruiters set out to convince rural girls 
that working in a textile mill was the chance of a 
lifetime. They also reassured concerned parents that 
their vulnerable daughters would be properly cared 
for. Mills would simply be a temporary home away 
from home—one where a hardworking person could 
earn cash. There were a number of mills from which 
to choose, though the largest and best known were 
in Lowell, Massachusetts.

In the years that followed, thousands of Yankee 
farm girls between the ages of fifteen and twenty-
five eagerly packed their homespun dresses and set 
off to seek their fortunes. For those who had never 
ventured far from home, the chance to see new 

At the age of twelve Metcalf invented 

a new way of weaving straw hats. 

Her method led to a thriving cottage 

industry in which women across New 

England made hats at home. In 1824 

one newspaper wrote of hat making, 

“There is, perhaps, no manufacture 

of its amount that can be regarded 

as so important to the welfare in the 

United States. . . . for the females, if not 

so employed would be idle or doing 

worse.”

Have you ever heard of . . .  
            Betsey Metcalf? 
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places, meet new people, and earn a wage seemed an 
adventure—a temporary interval before marriage. 
Just as appealing, the wages were better than those 
of a servant.

Often traveling to 
the mills with sisters or 
cousins, workers lodged 
in boarding houses, four 
to six girls to a room. In 
keeping with promises to 
parents, an older woman 
closely supervised each 
house, ensuring that 
employees practiced good 
manners, cleaned up after 
themselves, hung up their 
bonnets, went to church, 
and followed the 10:00 pm 
curfew. 

Mill girls worked 
from 5:00 am to 7:00 pm five 
days a week with a half-
hour break for breakfast 
and lunch. On Saturdays 
they worked until 1:00 
pm. Jobs were determined 
by skill level; a young 
woman might work at 
carding, spinning, dressing, 
or doffing (replacing full 
bobbins of thread with 
empty ones). Lit by whale 
oil lamps, the rooms were 
hot and humid in the 
summer and cold in the 
winter. Workers constantly 
breathed cotton lint. 
Machines were deafening and sometimes dangerous. 
“It is very hard indeed and sometimes I think I shall 

not be able to endure it,” wrote worker Mary Paul 
to her father. “I never worked so hard in my life, but 

perhaps I shall get used to it.” Those who weathered 
the initial fatigue and confusion gained a sense of 
confidence and competence. Just as important, they 
were paid in cash at the end of the week.

Although workers sometimes became 
homesick, they also enjoyed the hustle and bustle 

of mill towns. In their spare time, mill girls became 
fast friends, took walks by the river, attended 
concerts and lectures, and began their own sewing 

groups. Surrounded by 
their peers, workers 
taught one another how 
to dress, talk, and behave, 
applying social pressure 
to encourage appropriate 
conduct.

Bosses discovered 
that mill girls were not 
so easy to push around. 
As working and living 
conditions worsened, 
workers scandalized 
some by staging protests 
and “turn-outs.” Harriet 
Robinson, who was 
a ten-year-old doffer 
in 1834, later recalled 
that when the other 
workers in her room were 
“uncertain what to do,” 
she announced, “I don’t 
care what you do, I am 
going to turn out, whether 
any one else does or not.” 
She then marched out of 
the mill, and the others 
followed her. Though the 
various protests were 
largely unsuccessful, and 
eventually most farm girls 
ended up quitting the 
mills altogether because of 
deteriorating conditions, 

many felt that their working experience made a 
difference in their lives.

Work and the Domestic Ideal Remarkably, 
even as farm girls experimented with wage labor, 
legitimate female job options narrowed. While 
industry was changing the physical landscape, the 
new ideas about womanhood were also altering the 
female relationship to work. The ideal defined a 
woman’s only true labor as being that which she did 

Some millworkers started a newspaper called the 
Lowell Offering, which featured their writing and 
poetry.
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within the walls of her house. Her ability to remain 
at home came to be a measure of her respectability, 
making the differences between her and those who 
had to work for pay more glaring. An educated 
woman who was forced to support herself might join 
the growing numbers of female teachers or writers. 
But for most women, especially those of the middle 
class, paid work was a fate to avoid if possible.

ARTS IN THE 
SPOTLIGHT
It is easy to imagine what would have happened if 
James Peale Jr. had shown any interest in art. As the 
son of a painter by the same name, he would have 
taken his place in what came to be the “first family” 
of American artists. However, it was not James Jr. 
who wanted to paint, but his three younger sisters, 
Anna, Margaretta, and Sarah Peale As part of a 
sprawling, affectionate family of artists, including 
famous Uncle Charles and cousins named after 
European painters, the girls grew up surrounded 
by canvases, paintbrushes, and pigments. Even 
their mother’s father was an artist. James Sr. had 
already established himself as a painter of miniature 
portraits when his daughters were born in 1791, 
1795, and 1800. Yet that they would follow in 
his footsteps was hardly likely. Serious art was 
considered a masculine domain. 

For whatever reason, though, their father and 
their uncle taught the three girls to paint. In their 
father’s studio they helped him paint designs on 
shawls. Uncle Charles, also a naturalist, politician, 
and inventor, believed girls should be educated 
like boys, and he encouraged his nieces. Portraits, 
landscapes, and still lifes were particularly in style. 
Anna, Margaretta, and Sarah became expert at 
painting fruit that looked real enough to eat, and 
flowers with dew sparkling on their petals. Even 
more than these, the public clamored for miniature 
portraits of loved ones small enough to be worn or 
kept in a pocket. 

Sarah (called Sally by her family) was a 
particularly talented portrait painter. Watercolor 
miniatures on ivory required great patience and 
skill. As they were usually the only likeness a person 
would ever have, it was important that the portrait 
truly resemble the subject. Sally began her career 
at the age of sixteen and became the first American 
woman to make a solid living as an artist. Never 
married, she had her own studios in Baltimore and 
St. Louis and for sixty years successfully jockeyed 
with male artists for clients. She was also the 
first woman to be accepted into the Pennsylvania 

Would it surprise you to 
know that until the 

1830s, almost all teachers were 
men with no formal teacher 
training? As often as not, they 
were individuals who had failed 
at other jobs, or who viewed 
teaching as a stepping stone 
to something better. As public 
education expanded and more 
girls went to school, some 
argued that women, who were 
more accustomed to dealing 
with children, would make 
better teachers. During the 
following decades, teaching 
became increasingly a female 
occupation. Schools could pay 
school mistresses a third less 
than men and free their male 
colleagues for better-paying, 
more prestigious work.
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Academy of Fine Arts, an honor that established her 
as an expert in her field.

Over the years, the Peales moved in an out 
of one another’s studios and lives. All three sisters 
showed work at the Pennsylvania Academy of Fine 
Arts. Sometimes Sarah and Anna collaborated, with 
one doing the details and the other the larger part of 
a canvas. Both also worked for a while at the family’s 
natural history museum run by their cousin Rubens. 
Anna, who began painting for money at fourteen, 
did art in between husbands (both died) and painted 
such famous individuals as Andrew Jackson, James 
Monroe, and Henry Clay. At the end of their long 
lives, the three sisters lived together. Their sister 
Maria is also thought to have painted, though none 
of her paintings have survived. The Peale family 
legacy did not end there. Their cousins’ daughters, 
Mary Jane Peale and Rosalba Peale, also went 
on to become artists. While the Peale men have 
been celebrated through the years, it has only been 
recently that art historians have traced the legacy of 
the Peale women.

AMUSEMENTS
Visiting America in 1827, a cosmopolitan Scottish 
woman named Margaret Hall attended numerous 
gatherings, balls, and dinners. Tired of being asked 
whether American hospitality measured up to 
European standards, she observed bitingly, “What 

can I say? I can’t tell people who are doing their best 

to amuse and please me that they are not within 

a hundred degrees of the polish and refinement 

of English society.” Dismissing American music, 
dancing, and clothing as second rate, she was also 
puzzled by the fact that women and men rarely 
socialized together. Even at mixed gatherings she 
noted that “the gentlemen divided from the ladies, 
whether by design or accident I do not know.”

Most public entertainments, drinking, 
wrestling, card playing, cockfighting, bear and 
bull baiting, horse racing, and hunting were not 
considered suitable for women. Even theaters were 
for men. Wives and sisters were also frequently 
excluded from events such as Independence 
Day celebrations, military musters, and political A miniature self-portrait by Sarah Peale.

“During all my girlhood I saw no 
pictures, no art gallery, no studio, 
but had learned to feel great 
contempt for my own efforts at 
picture-making. A traveling artist 
stopped . . . and painted some 
portraits; we visited his studio, and 
a new world opened up to me. Up 
to that time painting had seemed 
as inaccessible as the moon.”
	 —Jane Swisshelm, newspaper editor
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gatherings. When invited, it 
was on the premise that they 
would provide an appreciative 
audience, and that their 
presence would have a 
civilizing effect on more rowdy 
individuals. 

Even tamer pastimes 
were considered inappropriate 
for females. As a little girl 
in the 1830s, Clara Barton 
ached to ice-skate with her 
brothers. “I was as strong, 
could run as fast and ride 
better,” she recalled. However, 
“skating had not then become 
customary, in fact, not even 
allowable for girls.” When her 
father saw her trying to put 
on a pair of skates, he gruffly 
sent her into the house. After 
a secret, disastrous attempt, 
Barton gave up hope. She 
wrote, “I never learned to skate. 

When it became fashionable I 

had neither the time nor the 

opportunity.” Instead, middle-
class and wealthy daughters 
learned to play instruments, sing, 
do needlework, paint a little, and entertain polite 
company. These achievements, however, were as 
much to make parents proud and attract suitors as 
they were to provide pleasure for the girl herself. 

Outside of these more private pursuits, women 
attended spelling bees, oral school examinations, 
graduation ceremonies, funerals, and weddings, as 
well as traveling wax works, circuses and “animal 
menageries” that displayed exotic wild animals 
(with separate showings for men and women). 
Philadelphians willing to pay 25 cents to see two 
touring lions in 1816 were reassured, “No person 
may be apprehensive of the least danger, as they are 
secured in a substantial iron cage.”

After 1807, agricultural fairs gave farm wives 
a chance to exhibit produce, needlework, dairy 
products, and poultry. Many recreations combined 
work and fun. Communities came together for 

An invitation to a Fourth of July Ball in Madison, Wisconsin (1839).

As few whites knew how to 
swim, artist George Catlin 
was duly impressed with the 
Mandan women he met in 
the 1830s: “They all learn 
to swim well and the poorest 
swimmer amongst them will 
dash fearlessly into the boiling 
. . . current of the Missouri and 
cross it with perfect ease. They 
all learn to swim at an early age 
and women develop strong skills 
so they can take their children 
on their backs and swim across.”
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“frolics” or “bees” to help one another with tasks 
such as husking corn, shearing sheep, peeling 
apples, mowing fields, and slaughtering animals. 
Women enjoyed these rare opportunities to 
socialize, but large gatherings also meant extra work 
preparing food to feed the crowds.

Slaves looked forward to Sundays and holidays 
when they could sit under the trees and talk. 
“Us wuked hard in de fields,” recollected Rosa 
Mangum. “But us had our past-time too; gwine ter 
meeting, picnics and frolics. Us had candy pullings 
an’ watermelon cuttings on de plantation.” They 
gathered from surrounding plantations to sing and 

dance to fiddle, guitar, and banjo music. On Harriet 
Miller’s plantation, women knew how to dance with 
buckets of water on their heads. 

Dancing was one of the few amusements that 
encouraged mingling and allowed boys and girls 
to get to know one another better. One particular 
version even allowed kissing in between numbers. 
Americans of all classes loved to dance—at 
weddings, on holidays, and after frolics. Following 
a corn husking in 1808, poet Sally Hastings wrote, 
“they devoted the night to dancing, singing, and 
other exercises . . . from the noise and discord . . . 
we began to fancy ourselves in the neighborhood of 
pandemonium.” 

Southern plantations were renowned for 
their extravagant parties, barbecues, and balls, 
although married ladies remained at home. In the 
North, on the other hand, Margaret Hall noted 
that it “would be thought quite strange here that 

any married lady should decline dancing. They marry 

so very young . . . that they would have no enjoyment 

at all if they ceased to dance on that account.” In 
the countryside, jigs and reels were the dances 
of choice. Coming from Europe in the 1830s, the 
waltz quickly caught on in wealthier circles. Where 
formal minuets and quadrilles kept partners at a 
safe distance, the waltz allowed dancers to clasp one 
another close to whirl around the floor. 

BEAUTY
“Muster All My Muslins”: 
Clothing

In January 1804, a Mrs. Smith shared all the juicy 
gossip of recent Philadelphia parties in a letter to 
her sister, a Mrs. Kirkpatrick. She reassured her 
sister that she spoke only the truth when she told 
of the “scandalous” and “strange” events at one 
of the balls. She began, “Madame_______ [Betsy 
Bonaparte, wife of Napoleon’s brother] has made 
a great noise here and mobs of boys have crowded 

round her . . . to see what I hope will not often be 

seen in this country, an almost naked woman.” At 
an “elegant and select party,” “this beautiful little 

“All de women wore hoop skirts 
dat come down to de ground. 
Dey’d dance an’ stir up de dirt an’ 
ashes on de flo’ till de dust git in 
de chillen’s eyes an’ make ’em cry 
an’ dey’d have to take ’em home 
an’ dis would break up de dance.”
		  —Mollie Watson, former slave

Sleigh riding by the light of the 

moon became to nineteenth-

century youth the equivalent of 

parking in the twentieth—a chance 

to sit close and kiss. Groups of young 

people would travel from farm to farm 

(and in towns from neighborhood 

to neighborhood) in search of 

entertainment and refreshments, 

returning home late at night.
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creature” appeared in a dress of the “thinnest 
sarsnet and white crape without the least stiffening 
in it,” with her arms bare, and “the rest of her form 
visible.” Her entrance “threw all the company into 
confusion, and no one dared look at her but by 
stealth.” Following the ball, several ladies sent word 
to Madame Bonaparte that if she wished to attend 
any other gatherings with them, “she must promise 
to have more clothes on.”

Betsy Patterson Bonaparte was chastised 
merely for taking the new post-Revolution fashions 
to an extreme. Styles certainly had changed. Upper-
class Americans sought to follow French fashion 
trends by dressing in classical Greek styles—much 
like ancient Greek statues. Fashionable women 
discarded their corsets for sparse undergarment 
shifts and clinging gowns made in satins, silks, and 
muslins. Waistlines rose, necklines plunged, and 
dresses became more revealing. Simple gowns were 
accessorized with a large assortment of headdresses, 
turbans, combs, bonnets, purses (called “reticules”), 

feathers, and jewels. Dainty, heelless, thin-soled 
slippers replaced shoes with any practical purpose. 

It was quite a challenge to be trendy without 
ruining one’s shoes in the mud, or freezing in winter 
weather. One European visitor huffed: 

I have often shivered seeing a young beauty picking 

her way through the snow. . . . I knew one young lady 

whose pretty little ear was actually frostbitten from 

being thus exposed. They never wear muffs or boots, 

and appear extremely shocked at the sight of comfort-

able walking shoes and cotton stockings, even when 

they have to step to their sleighs over ice and snow. 

This distinct shift set apart those who 

What might the illustrator of this 1807 cartoon be saying about 
women’s fashions?

During the nineteenth century, 
women’s hairstyles usually 

incorporated some sort of curls. 
In 1800, the ringlets were on the 
forehead. By 1815, hair was smooth 
on top and curls perched in front 
of the ears. In an 1832 edition 
of the New England Magazine,  
one woman complained, “Our 
earlocks . . . my ears tingle and 
my countenance is distorted at 
the recollection of the tortures 
inflicted on them by the heated 
curling tongs and crimping 
irons.” By the 1830s, hair was piled 
higher and higher and combined 
with false hair to create elaborate 
hairdos. One stood so tall, it was 
nicknamed “a la giraffe.”
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followed the new fashions from those who didn’t. 
For seventeen-year-old Eliza Southgate, it was 
crucial to fit in. She wrote to her mother in 1800 
begging her to “muster all my muslins,” for her 
visit with some people who were “so monstrous 
smart as to take no notice of any lady that can 
condescend to wear a calico gown.” Another young 
woman remembered exactly the white satin bonnet 
with pink trim she wore while escaping a burning 
Washington, DC, during the War of 1812. She 
recalled that it was “just the style for a young lady of 
fifteen.” 

At a time when 75 percent of all clothing was 
still homemade, most women worked to adapt to 
popular styles in whatever manner they could. 
Women living on family farms were certainly not 
attired in thin slippers and muslin gowns.

After 1820, fashions changed yet again. 
Waistlines returned to the waist, corsets returned, 
and the circumference of dresses began to grow. 
“Leg-of-mutton” huge sleeves became popular. 
These new fashions were so different from previous 
styles that old dresses could not be remade to fit the 
new trends. 

RELIGION AND 
SOCIAL REFORM
The Great Awakening

Missionaries Not everyone was worrying 
about what to wear. In the fall of 1819, twenty-three-
year-old farm girl and schoolteacher Lucy Goodale 
received an intriguing proposal. Would she consider 
marrying her cousin’s friend who was leaving within 
weeks to be a missionary in Hawaii? Without a 
wife, the mission board would not allow him to go. 
She hesitated; should she do it? After meeting Asa 
Thurston, Goodale decided to marry him. She had 
three weeks to get ready. Her preparations included 
cutting out and sewing twenty-two dresses, six 
petticoats, twenty-four nightdresses, twenty-five 
pairs of cotton underwear, and enough stockings, 
aprons, and shawls to last her possibly the rest 

of her life. As none of the missionaries had ever 
been to Hawaii, and didn’t know when they would 
return, they had to be prepared. Only eleven days 
after their marriage, the newlyweds joined six 
others (most who were also newly married) on an 

While many sects 
experimented with nontraditional 
marriage and communal living, the 
Shakers surpassed all others in 
challenging common ideas about 
women, men, and power. Most 
astonishing to outsiders was their 
belief that their prophetess, Ann 
Lee, was the female incarnation 
of Christ. Shakers, named after 
their ecstatic form of worship, 
which included frantic dancing and 
singing, required that members 
remain celibate. With the motto 
“hands to work, heart to God,” 
they lived simply and communally. 
Women and men participated 
equally, and without regard to 
gender, in preaching and work. A 
sister had as much right to spiritual 
enlightenment as her brother. 
Having arrived in America from 
England as a small group in 1774, 
Shaker communities blossomed 
in the first three decades of the 
nineteenth century.
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uncomfortable ship bound for Hawaii.
Surprisingly, Lucy Goodale was not so unusual. 

Between 1819 and 1850, eighty women, most of 
them married, went to Hawaii as missionaries. In the 
early decades of the nineteenth century a number 
of women accompanied missionary husbands to 
far away countries or to America’s frontiers. Many, 
like Goodale, were recent brides who had married 
virtual strangers. Ann Judson followed her husband 
to Burma, Harriet Newell went to Mauritius, and 
Narcissa Whitman lived among the Cayuse Indians 
of Oregon. In their new homes, mission wives 
encountered unfamiliar cultures, new languages, 
and rugged living conditions while also adjusting 
to marriage and pregnancy. Caught up almost 
immediately in trying to run a household and raise 
children, they nonetheless tried to remain engaged in 
the religious work for which they had traveled so far. 

What could have motivated these young 
women to leave everything they knew for an 
uncertain future? The answer lies in the new 
religious fervor sweeping the country. Only two 
decades before Lucy Goodale’s decision, religious 
observance in America had declined. Though 
Protestant churches dotted the landscape (with 

some Catholic churches and Jewish synagogues 
scattered among them), many individuals no longer 
attended church. However, between 1800 and 
1840, ministers staged traveling revivals to bring 
Americans back into the fold, stoking the fires of 
conversion in a movement that came to be called 
the Second Great Awakening. Religious fervor swept 
through frontier settlements and cities as Protestant 
churches competed for converts. Women, already 
the majority in their congregations, joined in the 
greatest numbers.

While religious doctrine had long taught 
that women were morally weak and likely to sin, 
ministers began shift their emphasis to that of 
female virtue. Women were a minister’s best tool for 
spreading the word because once converted, they 
could influence their own families. They founded 
the first “Maternal Associations” and Sunday schools 
dedicated to raising righteous children.

However, tending to the souls of their families 
seemed inadequate when a whole world lay beyond 
their doors. Women did not have to look far to 
notice that economic upheavals were swelling 
cities and increasing poverty and crime. Displaced 
families traveled in search of work, living in squalor, 
misery, and despair. Caring for vulnerable members 
of society had long been considered a female duty. 
Yet, the times seemed to call for something more 
organized and widespread. Justifying their activities 
as a natural extension of their motherly roles, 
church ladies rolled up their sleeves and created 
associations aimed specifically at caring for hungry 
and helpless women and children. 

Benevolent Societies

One of the first female-run charitable organizations 
in America was the Society for the Relief of Poor 
Widows with Small Children—founded in 1797 
by Isabella Marshall Graham, herself a widow. 
Graham’s efforts initially drew criticism. Nonetheless, 
she and her co-organizers had opened a door. Women 
across the country—Jewish, Catholic, and Protestant, 
black and white, working-class and wealthy—began 
“benevolent” and mutual aid societies to help one 
another and alleviate suffering. 

Many members of benevolent societies were 

The American 
Sunday School 
Union published 
this missionary 
account of Ann 
Judson’s Baptist 
mission to 
Burma. She and 
her two-year-
old daughter 
died there.
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busy married women with children like Susan 
Mansfield Huntington. She complained in 1815,

How difficult, how hopeless is the task of pleasing 

every body! A fortnight since a lady said to me . . . “How 

is it possible you can go out so much, visit your people 

so frequently, and be engaged in so many charitable 

societies, without neglecting your family?” This 

week . . . I am censured for . . . confining myself so 

much to my family. I am accused of want of interest 

in public charities, because I give to them so little of 

my time and attention. Such different opinions are 

formed of the same conduct!

Whether they provided shelter, jobs, or 
firewood, aid societies offered a rare buffer against 
an unforgiving world. Even so, Americans had mixed 
feelings about charity. They tended to believe that 
hard work and good morals led to success, and that 

individuals became poor because of laziness and bad 
choices. According to this logic, only certain people 
were worthy of help. Aid workers felt the need to 
divide the “deserving” from the “undeserving.” They 
also focused more on reforming unsavory behaviors 
than tackling the root causes of poverty or crime.

Nowhere was this more evident than in the 
temperance and moral reform movements. When a 
group of women began the New York Moral Reform 

One newspaper short story, 
“Stray Leaves,” written by 

an anonymous author, challenged 
the standard portrayal of the poor 
as passive victims. The narrator of 
the story, a seamstress, dismissed 
the judgmental help of charitable 
ladies who came to look over her 
tiny room and determine whether 
she went to church. She told them, 
“Now allow me to say ladies, that 
if you would do good, and save 
souls, your best mode of doing so 
is to give women work, pay them 
well . . . stretch your hands, extend 
your sympathy to their bodies.”

Although both women and men 
drank alcohol, it was estimated 
in the 1820s that men consumed 
fifteen times more alcohol than 
women. This may, in part, have 
been because, as one observer 
noted, “Americans traditionally 
found drunkenness tolerable 
and forgivable in men but deeply 
shameful in women.” The social 
problems created by overdrinking 
led to temperance organizations 
committed to ending alcohol 
consumption. In this image, a family 
is losing all their possessions due to 
the father’s continued drinking.
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Society in 1834, they had no smaller goal than 
closing brothels and stamping out prostitution. 
Confronting a topic that was normally taboo, moral 
reformers accused men of being the main cause 
of prostitution, of seducing young women and 
ruining their lives. They shamed these “deliberate 
destroyers” by publishing the names of men who 
went to brothels. “Why should a female be trodden 

under foot,” they asked, “and spurned from society 

and driven from a parent’s roof, if she but fall into 

sin—while common consent allows the male . . . this 

vice, and treats him not as guilty?”

The Moral Reform Society sought to reform 
victims as well as victimizers. Prostitutes and their 
patrons were awakened more than one early Sunday 
morning by praying, hymn-singing, and Bible-
reading women. Convinced that prostitutes would 

forsake their life of sin if given the chance, 
moral reformers opened halfway houses and 
staged rescues of runaway daughters. By 1838, 
the Moral Reform Society had grown to 445 
auxiliaries. 

Participation in associations empowered 
women, brought them together with like-
minded sisters, and helped them gain valuable 
organizational skills. Collectively they were 
allowed rights, such as purchasing property, 
that did not belong to them individually. 
Yet, their activities did not necessarily point 
them in the direction of feminism. For some, 
charity work was a confirmation of their 
proper roles. For others, inequality was 
unbearable in any form.

“Am I Not a Woman and a 
Sister?”: Abolition

No societal ill was more controversial 
than slavery. The debate continued: 
should Americans be allowed to own other 
Americans? Those who thought not called 
themselves abolitionists. Some suggested 
that slaves should be freed gradually or sent 
to colonize Africa. Others insisted upon 
immediate emancipation. These views made 
some people furious enough to attack or even 
kill antislavery advocates.

Though it was dangerous to speak out 
against slavery, many abolitionists felt morally 
compelled to do so. Steeped in a culture that glorified 
motherhood, female abolitionists identified most 
intensely with the plight of slave mothers torn from 
their children. In a letter to abolitionist newspaper 
the Liberator in 1836, Elizabeth Emory and Mary 
Abbott wrote,  
 

“Women’s woes and women’ s wrongs 
are borne to us on every breeze that 
flows from the South. . . . God gave 
woman a heart to feel—an eye to 
weep—a hand to work—a tongue to 
speak. Now let her use that tongue to 
speak on slavery.”  

Here, abolitionists illustrate the evils of slavery to win the support 
of other Americans for their cause.

WMAch2(41-72).indd   69 8/22/08   2:35:22 PM



70    WOMEN MAKING AMERICA   

 
At first, female abolitionists helped the cause in 
ladylike ways: they talked to their friends and 
families of the evils of slavery and boycotted goods 
made from slave labor: rice, sugar, and cotton. 
However, William Lloyd Garrison, a dynamic new 
leader of the movement, suggested that women 
should take a more active role. 

In 1832, only five women were present to 
witness the signing of the constitution for the new 
American Anti-Slavery Society. It did not occur 
to them or to their hosts that they be allowed to 
sign. Nevertheless, in the following years women 
founded dozens of their own antislavery societies. 
The activities of the Boston Female Anti-Slavery 
Society, founded in 1833, whipped some Bostonians 
into a frenzy. Newspapers dubbed its members 

Maria Weston Chapman, Lydia Maria Child, and 
others “petticoat politicians” and accused them of 
“prowling about stirring up discord.” Brick-wielding 
mobs surrounded the society’s conference in 1835. 
When black and white delegates exited arm in arm, 
the enraged crowd dragged their speaker, William 
Lloyd Garrison, through the streets with a rope.

Free blacks had a direct interest in abolition. 
Charlotte Forten helped found the Philadelphia 
Anti-Slavery Society. Forten’s large home in 
Philadelphia became a gathering place for 
abolitionists, and her daughters grew up to work 
in the antislavery cause. Black members often 
encountered racism from fellow abolitionists who 
were blind to the irony of trying to end slavery while 
discriminating against free blacks.

Even some free blacks did not think it was 
a woman’s place to voice public opinion. Maria 
Stewart, a young widow, received the cold shoulder 
in 1832 when she began delivering speeches to 
Boston’s African American community. Her main 
message was that emancipation would only come 
about through the efforts of blacks and that her 
people should work to improve their own lot: 
“Daughters of Africa, awake! Arise! Distinguish 

yourselves.” Shunned by the community of free 
blacks because of her “unladylike behavior,” she 
went on to become a teacher. Though she gave up 

In a country where the bodies of 
black women were frequently 

stripped for public view, white 
women who opposed slavery 
were chided for being too publicly 
visible. Female abolitionists drew 
criticism for their choice of an 
emblem—a drawing of a half-
dressed female slave, chained 
and on her knees, pleading. The 
caption read, “Am I Not a Woman 
and a Sister?” But the image, so 
arresting and vulnerable, helped 
accomplish what words could 
not. It brought more women into 
the movement. The emblem was 
used on stationery, posters, and 
pamphlets.

In 1837, a group of prominent 
New England ministers wrote 

an open letter condemning public 
speaking by women, “dangers 
which at present seem to threaten 
the female character with wide-
spread and permanent injury.” 
They compared lecturing women 
to clinging vines who were 
overstepping their bounds by 
trying to overshadow the mighty 
elm trees (men).
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public speaking, she had set a precedent for others 
who wished to be heard. 

A powerful voice for abolition arose in the 
person of a tall, dignified, former slave. Sojourner 
Truth, born Isabella Baumfree, spoke Dutch as her 
first language. The youngest of twelve children born 
to slave parents, she only knew one sibling as the 
rest had been sold. At the age of nine, she was also 
sold. Nearly thirty when she was emancipated in 
1827, Truth found work as a domestic and then as 
an itinerant preacher. At some point, she changed 
her name and began to speak publicly against 
slavery. Truth’s deep voice and message moved 
audiences. Accused of being a man at one meeting, 
she shamed the audience by baring her breasts, 
telling the men that they had fed many a white baby 
at the expense of her own five children. 

Southern slaveholders were particularly 
enraged and embarrassed by the public 
condemnation of slavery by two of their own. 
Angelina and Sarah Grimke, daughters of an elite 
South Carolina family, turned heads when they 
became Quakers, renounced slavery, and began 
delivering antislavery speeches. Even most male 
abolitionists did not want women to address mixed 
audiences, but the sisters set out on an exhausting 

lecture tour in May 1837. The following year, 
Angelina Grimke became the first woman to speak 
before a legislative session.

Two women openly discussing the most 
contentious subject of the era were not welcome n 
most towns. Though large crowds turned out to hear 
the Grimkes, it was difficult to find meeting places. 
More radical than their speeches about slavery 
was the way the sisters linked the oppression of 
blacks to that of women. Both blacks and women, 
they insisted, had natural rights that should be 
respected. “The discussion of the rights of the slave 

has opened the way for the discussion of other rights,” 
wrote Angelina Grimke that same year. “And the 
ultimate result will most certainly be the breaking 

Sojourner Truth. In recent decades, her image 
and life story have been used to inspire people 
to fight for justice and equity.
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of every yoke . . . an emancipation far more glorious 
than any the world has ever yet seen.” No one had 
explicitly made these connections before.

Women’s involvement in such a controversial 
cause only increased public outrage. In Philadelphia, 
female abolitionists built a beautiful three-story 
hall because no one would allow them to rent one. 
On May 14, 1838, they dedicated the building and 
began their convention. Mobs threw bricks through 

the windows as various speakers addressed the 
audience. The next day, crowds burned the hall 
to the ground. Firemen did not try to put out the 
flames; they merely stopped them from spreading to 
neighboring buildings. Rather than admit defeat, the 
women found another place to meet. Even violence 
could not quell the new ideas making their way into 
the public arena. Great changes were under way.

“All I ask our brethren is, that they will take their feet from off our 
necks, and permit us to stand upright on that ground which God 

designed us to occupy.”
	 —Sarah Grimke, Letters on the Equality of the Sexes, 1838
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